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The Disappearing Bell 


Far our in the picture-book Waterlands of Holland 
there is a hamlet called Klokdorp, known as the Village of 
Bells. Klokdorp came by its name because of the bell tower, 
ot klokketoren, that stands in the cobbled village square. 

Once there had been forty bells in the ancient tower. 
Now, in 1948, they numbered thirty-nine. The fortieth, 
the Kleine, the small, singing bell that belonged in the top 
of the tower, had disappeared. Years went by, but the vil- 
lagers of Klokdorp never forgot the music-box tinkle of 
their little singing bell. 

The Kleine, the little one, vanished when Willem Hoorn 
was three years old. Now he was eleven. He remembered 
the bell only by hearsay. Nevertheless Willem, who must 
cross the square of the bell tower on his way to and from 
his grandmother’s farmstead, often looked up at the empty 
niche in the tower and wondered why no one had ever been 
able to discover the whereabouts of the lost bell. 

Today, however, Willem was in Edam, three miles by 
canal from his own village. His mind was concerned at the 


moment with the important business of selling the round 
| 11 
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golden cheeses that Grootje, his grandmother, sent to the 
Edam market. | 

“Hansi,” Willem exclaimed joyfully to his seven-year-old 
brother, “we are sold out! Every cheese is all gone.” 

“All those many cheeses we brought up the canal on the 
boat? All is gone?” 

“Ja, and those many cheeses stacked up like cannon balls 
on the cobbles. Gone.” 

A blast from the brass horn of the trumpeter announced 
that the market was closed. The two boys began to gather 
up their equipment to put aboard the small market barge 
docked in the canal. 


cheeses had been stacked. He hung a wooden yoke across 
his shoulders from which swung two large empty cheese 
baskets. He motioned for his brother to follow him to the 
dike where his small barge, left in charge of Boombast his 
dog, rocked and bobbed as a little breeze rippled the water. 
Clattering over the cobbles in his klompen, his wooden 
shoes, Willem Hoorn whistled a lively tune as he jingled 
the coins in the pocket of his wide black pantaloons. He 
wore his tall black cap at a rakish angle over one ear, and 
a short blue jacket and red scarf completed his costume. 
“I am wondering why I am not hearing Klaas Blinker’s 
barrel organ yet?” He looked over his shoulder as he spoke. 
Hansi, a flaxen-haired pocket edition of Willem himself, 
was behind him, trundling a two-wheeled pushcart that set 
up a deafening rattly-bang on the cobbles. | 
“He said to wait at the boat if we got through first. 1 
just forgot to tell you.” | 
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“You just forget everything,” Willem said, laughing. He 


paused a moment, listening to a distant sound. “Listen 
once. I can hear Boombast barking nineteen to the dozen. 
He knows we're coming and so does everybody in Edam, 
I bet you. He’s the noisiest hound in Holland.” 

“No one could get on the boat yet without you,” Hansi 
said. “He’s a good dog for watching the boat, even if he 
won't pull it down the canal like some.” 

“Ja, am remembering that. When there is no breeze and 
the canal is like a millpond, it is Willem Hoorn who hitches 
himself with a rope and pulls the boat. Boombast rides all 
the way to Klokdorp like Mijnheer Pinkelspoodle, the 
burgomaster himself.” 

Above the clitter-clatter and the rattly-bang Willem and 
Hansi made, another sound arose. A rosy-faced old man 
with a wooden leg hobbled into the market place playing a 
wheezy barrel organ. 

“Ah, there's Klaas. Listen a minute, Hansi. I want to 
make sure Klaas is going home on the boat with us. You 
get everything so mixed.” 

“Ja, Willem.” Hansi flung himself down on the back of 
the two-wheeled cart, causing the foot to fly up at a danger- 
ous angle. 

“Foei! For shame! How many times must I tell you, 
watch out with that cart. Some day you kill somebody 
maybe!” 

Willem waved at the man with the barrel organ who 
stood surrounded now with a group of appreciative listeners. 

Old Klaas Blinker was beloved by everyone in Edam as 
well as in his native village of Klokdorp, where he lived with 
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his foster son Pieter, Willem Hoorn’s best friend. Their 
home was a tiny houseboat as spick and span and shipshape 
as soap and water and loving care could make it. Once 
Klaas had been a fisherman. He had lost his leg in a ship- 
wreck in the treacherous North Sea. Now the ruddy-faced 


old man in his fisherman’s clothes was as much a part of the 
market as the round cheeses for which Edam is famous. 
His towering black cap and the golden hoops in his ears 
marked him asa Netherlander of the old school. The barrel 
organ, Klaas himself had been heard to say, was “Dutch as a 
windmill,” and an instrument to be found in every market 
place worth its salt in Holland. l 
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Willem called to the old man when the music came to a 


wheezing halt. “We are glad to take you back on the boat, 
Klaas, if you want to go with us.” 

“Ja, of course I want to go as soon as the tunes run out. I 
am playing them one after one. Only a waltz yet. Then I 
stop.” 

“I will wait over there.” Willem jerked a thumb over his 
shoulder and returned to Hansi, who was still sitting on the 
back of the blue pushcart. 

“I hear sleigh bells ringing,” Hansi announced as his 
brother came up to him. © | 

“Foei! What a thing to say! The stories some people do 
tell.” 

“Listen once. I do hear them!” Hansi leaped to his feet 
and this time the front of the pushcart crashed down. The 
handle gave Willem an unexpected whack in the seat of his 
pantaloons and he howled in outraged dignity. 

“Weetniet! You nitwit! How many times must 1 tell 
you not to be so dumb? In your hands a pushcart is danger- 
ous likea piston ES 

“T just for 

But Hansi did not finish what he started to say. He peered 
around the cart and pointed to an object moving across the 
market. 

“T told you I heard sleigh bells. Listen.” 

“Sleigh bells, ja, and on a little donkey. Or if that is not 
a donkey I have windmill blades turning in my head. It— 
it is so small and little, though. Does it look like a donkey 
to you, Hansi?” , 
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“Yes, l am meeting you eye to eye. That one is a donkey 
with a collar of sleigh bells yet.” 

Tiny hoofs tinkled on the cobbles as the donkey crossed 
the market—a little donkey, black as ink with a nose white 
as snow. Leading the donkey by its jingling collar, a tall 
man strode ahead. He looked to neither right nor left. He 
wore a purple cloak, white pantaloons and red felt slippers. 
His dark bearded face was accented by the large white tur- 
ban in which his head was wrapped. The two boys watched 
until the strange pair was out of sight. 

Then Willem spoke. “Red sails of the Zuider Zee! That 
man is taking the little donkey to the horse market. I can 
hear the bells ringing across the square.” 

“So what makes it any difference to you, Willem?” 

“What do you mean, Hansi Hoorn, what makes it any 
difference to me? It means the donkey will be for sale.” 

“Ja, but I just can't see——” 

But Willem was not listening. He was well on his way 
across the cheese market, running as fast as he could go. 

“Oomps! I’m sorry, Mijnheer!” In his hurried excite- 
ment Willem had run smack into the man with the white 
turban who was leaving the horse market without his long- 
eared companion. “You sold the little donkey, sir?” Willem 
gasped. “You sold her?” 

For a moment the stranger peered into his face, took a 
deep breath as if about to speak, then moved away silently 
without uttering a word. 

Willem took off his black cap and scratched his head as 


he watched the strange man disappear in the direction of 
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the canal. “That's a nice thing! I ask him a question and 
he walks away.” | 
A harsh voice close by brought him back to the present. 
“What do you want, boy?” It was the proprietor of the 
horse market who had spoken. 
“The—the little black donkey, Mijnheer—she is for sale?” 
“Ja. What of it?” 
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“Could—could I just look at her maybe?” 

“Neen! No! The market is closed.” 

“But if I could look at her once?” 

“Name a reason.” | 

“Well, it could be 1 am on the sunny side of buying her.” 

“A likely story!” The market keeper spat on the ground. 
“Tve no time to waste on small boys. Now get out and 
stay out! The market is closed.” 

At that moment a second and final blast of the trumpet 
confirmed that market day was over. Willem turned reluc- 
tantly. A whole week must pass before he would have an 
opportunity to see the small black one again. 

He thrust his hands into his pockets and jingled the coins 
glumly as he approached the spot where his brother waited 
beside the cart. 

“You made good moneys today, ja?” Hansi remarked, 
hearing the jingle of the coins. 

“Yes, the money is good. But there is not enough of it. 
Even when Grootje gives me my wages and I add what I 
have saved in the blue sugar bowl, there is not enough.” 

“Enough for what then? What would you do with so 
many moneys?” 

“You should ask me such a thing! You saw the little 
donkey?” 

“Ja. You would buy the donkey with all these moneys if 
you had them. Whyr” 

“Hansi, look me in the eye once. Who pulls the boat when 
there is not enough breeze even to turn a windmill?” 


“You do, Willem.” 
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“So, and you think I like that, eh? Hitching myself with 


a rope like a horse and walking along the dike pulling the 
boat from Edam to Klokdorp? Three whole miles!” 

“Neen, I guess is not so good. I guess you don’t like it.” 

“And who sits on the boat like the burgomaster Mijnheer 
Pinkelspoodle?” 

“I sit on the boat and Boombast does.” 

“Aye! For sure that noisy dog rides always. Some dogs 
in the Waterlands learn to pull the boats for their masters, 
but not that one. Always he rides.” : 

The bumpity-bump of the barrel organ interrupted 
Willem’s complaint, as Klaas Blinker approached them. 

“Mostly though, Hansi,” Willem continued, waving at 
Klaas, “Td like to own the little donkey because of Piet. 
You mind the little sleigh in the cows’ winter room?” 

“Ja.” | | 

“Well, think once what it would mean to Piet to get out of 
his wheel chair, to ride to Edam in the sleigh when the white 
bees swarm and there is ice in the canal. Think what it 
would mean to get off the houseboat and see a little of the 
world.” 

“T am thinking, Willem. Now I know most of all why 
you want the little donkey. It is for Piet Blinker.” 

“What donkey is that?” Old Klaas asked, catching only 
the last words of the conversation and the mention of his 
foster son. | 

“The little black donkey with a snow-white nose and 
ears like this.” Hansi held his hands high above his head 
to demonstrate the length of the donkey's ears. 
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“What an animal that must be with ears that long!” 
Klaas said, winking at Willem. 

“Well, like always, Hansi did make them a little longer 
than they are for true, but you know Hansi.” 

“Ja, sure, I know Hansi. He is always one to make a good 
story better. He'll grow up to be a fisherman, I bet you.” 

Klaas became serious. “You have in mind to buy this 
donkey?” 

“Who can buy without money?” Willem replaced the 
yoke with the empty cheese baskets across his shoulders, and 
the little party set out toward the dike where the market 
boat was tied. 

The clatter of their wooden shoes, the rattling of the cart 
and the bump-bumpity-bump of the barrel organ made a 
noisy but cheerful din as they approached the canal. Boom- 
bast, aroused now from a deep slumber, added to the turmoil 
with a high, shrill, almost hysterical bark of welcome. 

“Listen to that dog, will you? The worst loud-mouth 
in Klokdorp,” Willem said, amused at Boombast’s antics. 
“Always barking like crazy.” 

“T never heard anyone tell yet what kind of dog is Boom- 
bast,” Klaas said as the dog raced wildly round and round 
the deck of the boat. 

“What kind?” Willem scratched his head. “Who 
knows? I guess he’s just a full-blooded dog.” Laughing, he 
helped Klaas get the barrel organ on the boat. “Be quiet 
once, Boombast!” he shouted. “We know you're glad to 
see us, and so does everybody in the Waterlands, I bet you.” 
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Willem turned to his little brother. “Ach, Hansi! Give 


me the cart yet. Such a business!” He grasped the market 
cart as Hansi appeared to be engaged in a hopeless struggle - 
to get it onto the flat deck of the barge. 

Willem picked up a long pole. “Oh,” he said, “it’s 
harder to get this going than to launch a stoomboot!” 
He deftly turned the small craft into midstream where it 
slowly and quietly drifted down the canal, through the 
Waterlands toward. Klokdorp. 

“You wouldn’t need the donkey for pulling us today,” 
Hansi said. “Is a nice breeze.” 

Klaas struck a match, lighted his long clay pipe and 
settled back comfortably. “Got your tin whistle, Willem?” 

Willem pulled a small silver flute from his pocket. 

“And you, Hansi, the zither aboard?” 

“Ts in the green bag here.” 

“Well, what's to prevent a little tune? I'll play the barrel 
organ, and we'll drift down this canal in style. Give the 
gossips something to talk about, I bet you.” 

Strangely enough, this was exactly what happened. As 
the strains of a lively polka drifted down the canal, fisher- 
men’s wives pulled aside their starched lace curtains and 
peered into small looking glasses, called busybodies, fastened 
outside their windows. These glasses offered them an excel- 
lent view up and down the canal, and also enabled them to 
keep an eye on their children on the dike. 

“Ach! Those Hoorns again!” Mevrouw van Grundy, 
the village gossip, exclaimed to her neighbor who had 
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dropped in for coffee and the latest bit of chitchat. “Those 
Hoorns again! Willem tootling a whistle, and Hansi pick- 
ing at a zither twice his size, and that Blinker sitting there 
between them, big as life, grinding away at his wheezy old 
barrel organ. All they need yet is that loud-mouth Boombast 
yipping. Ach! The poor little granny! With those four 
little Dutchmen to raise, their father lost at sea, and their 
mother away in Amsterdam working her fingers to the bone 
making lace to help support the family. Now they tell me 
Oom Dirk, the little granny’s only son, has become a sea- 
faring man. 
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“Tt makes one sad. Over a year the father of that family 


lost at sea. No one but Hendrik, the old herdsman, there at 
the yellow farmhouse to help the little granny make the 
cheeses to sell in Edam. But I guess mye are good enough, 
the children, in spite of their lively ways.” 

“Ja, good,” Mrs. van Grundy’s friend agreed. “That 
Gretchen, Willem’s twin, is a chatterbox yet, but she 
helps the grandmother take care of Hansi and Franz, the 
‘little one, and there’s not a better goose girl in Klokdorp, or 
a better farm worker and cheese bargainer than Willem.” 

“Indeed so. I guess the granny is satisfied in her yellow 
farmhouse, with its big windmill and black-and-white cows 
—and, too, the many children.” 

Mrs. van Grundy let her lace curtain fall over the spark- 
ling window of her tiny brightly painted house. It stood in 
a row of similar doll-like dwellings along the dike, facing 
the canal where the little market boat drifted lazily, but far 
from quietly. 

The music on the barge finally came to an end. Its occu- 
pants sat back to enjoy the beauties of the countryside as 
they floated past the green meadows dotted with golden hay- 
cocks and turning windmills. 

Finally the silence of the late autumn afternoon was 
broken by the melodious pealing of deep-toned bells oa 
rang out across the Waterlands. 

“Aye! The klokketoren!” Willem said, doffing his cap 
and rising to his feet. Klaas and Hansi followed his example 
as the bells pealed forth the vesper hymn for children: 
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“Now the day is over, 
Night is drawing nigh, 
Shadows of the evening 
Steal across the sky.” 


For a moment the echo of the music lingered in the eve- 
ning air. Then, with a final deep-toned “Amen” the sound 
of the bells in the singing tower of Klokdorp died away. 

Willem turned to his companions when the sound of the 
bells had ceased. “That's a nice thing, the klokketoren. 1 
would not want to live in a country where there are no 
towers that sing.” 

“Ja, the Netherlanders love their bells,” Klaas said, light- 
ing his long pipe and resuming his seat. “In Holland are 
made the best bells in the world yet.” 

“What do people do in places where is no klokketoren?”’ 
Hansi asked. 

_ “They make their own tunes, as you do on your zither 
and Gretchen on her accordion and Willem on his flute,” 
Klaas explained. 

“Ach! You call it tunes what Gretchen makes on that 
old accordion? Nobody squeezes so many squeaks and 
wheezes yet as Gretchen.” 

“Hansi, I am meeting you eye to eye on this, but don't 
ever let Sister hear you say such a thing. You are making 
trouble. That one will talk a blue streak yet. 

“It remembers me,” Willem said, changing to a subject 
that had been uppermost in his mind, “if I had that little 
donkey, I’d nameher Braambezie. Can you think of a better 
name for a small black donkey than Blackberry?” 
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“Name something and you feel just as if it belongs to 


you,” Klaas said. “That's a funny thing.” 


Ja, I know. I feel as though Braambezie belongs to me 


6 


though some way I’ve got to 


it seems ... 1t seems as 


and 


make 1t come true.” 
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There was a long silence on the little boat as it drifted 
through the small snug world of the Waterlands. Wind- 
mills turned with every passing breeze and placid cows 
grazed in the emerald meadows. Doll-sized houses stood 
in neat rows, dainty as bonbons in a box of candy. 

Fishing boats dotted the Zuider Zee, their sails red as sun- 
set. Misty nets were hung to dry on the boats lined up along 
the cobbled dikes. Brooding over this wonderland the sing- 
ing tower was silhouetted against the flat gray sky. 

Willem watched the tower appear and disappear in the 
autumn mist as the little boat floated downstream. Then 
he turned to the old man placidly smoking his pipe in great 
contentment. “Klaas,” he said, “do you know the story of 
the lost bell of Klokdorp, the story of the Kleine?” 

Klaas scratched his head. “Ja, I recall a little of it. The 
bell has been gone for eight long years, and I was away 
when it disappeared during the war.” 

“But what is the story? I was such a little boy I can’t 
remember any of it.” 

“Ach! You are asking for a vertelling of a story then? 
Well, I can’t tell it all. I only know the Kleine was the 
fortieth bell in the klokketoren—the smallest one and at 
the very top. She used to sing like an angel. Come Christ- 
mas she would sing ‘Joy to the world!’ That made Christ- 
mas for all of us. What wouldn’t I give to hear that again! 
Sometimes I think the big bells in the tower weep. They do 
not make the happy music they did when the little one was 
here.” | 
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“Didn't the little bell have a warning on it?” Willem 
asked. | 

“Ja, put there by Johann Ludwig, the silversmith. He 
used to live near your grandmother’s farmstead.” 
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“I know. It is in ruins now. Only the tall black chimney 
is standing. Tell me what the warning on the bell said, 
Klaas.” 

The old man knocked the ashes out of his pipe and shook 
his head. “I don’t have to tell you that, Willem Hoorn. 
Every child in Klokdorp knows what was engraved on the 
bell.” | 

Willem nodded. “Yes, I know it. It isa rhyme I never get 
tired of hearing. But even with the warning the little bell 
never came back.” 

“Ja, that's the way it is.” 

“So!” Willem exclaimed, picking up the landing rope as 
the boat bumped the dock. “Couldn’t the bell be right here 
in Klokdorp then?” 

“Ach, what a thought!” 

“Red sails of the Zuider Zee! In spite of everything, I have 
a feeling in my bones that the Kleine is hidden in this vil-. 
lage, Klaas. Willem Hoorn could be the one to find it!” 

Willem threw the rope over the post with a skillful hand 
and fastened the boat with a seagoing hitch. He did not see 
the tall figure of a stranger pause for a moment in the mist, 
then move silently along the dike at the water’s edge. 


2 
The Stranger in the Mast 


“LIsTEN once at the Boombast.” Hansi took hold of 
the dog’s collar as the little party disembarked from Wil- 
lem’s market boat. “What's with Boombast?” Hansi tugged 
at his brother’s sleeve. “He’s making the many growls, 
trying to get away from where I got him by the collar.” 

“So! He is only playing nonsense, a little flaf to scare 
us. He wants us to think somebody is down there in the 
mist,” Willem said. “Keep your hand on his collar while 
we go onto the houseboat to see Piet.” 

Once again the rattlety-bang, the clitter-clatter and bump- 
ety-bump sounds on the cobbles. 

“Pll hurry up a little,’ Klaas said anxiously. “I want to 


make sure everything is all right by Pieter. It gets tiresome 
29 
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sitting in a wheel chair all day.” The old man hobbled 
down the dike, trundling the barrel organ ahead of him. 

Everyone in Klokdorp knew of the devotion between 
Klaas Blinker and his foster son. Klaas had given up his 
life as a fisherman after rescuing Pieter, then a baby, from 
` an open lifeboat in the North Sea. 

Who the baby's parents were, or why he was in the boat 
alone, no one knew. There had been a shipwreck in the 
storm. Someone had been able to place the child in a 
lifeboat. Klaas risked his own life to save the little boy. 
Throughout the years the old man had raised him as his 
own. There had been no one else, it seemed, to take this 
responsibility. 

Klaas had given the baby the name Pieter Blinker. No 
father ever loved his child more devotedly than the old man 
loved his foster son. 

Pieter grew to be a healthy and sturdy lad and one who 
took part in all athletic games in Klokdorp, until a skating 
accident injured his back. This confined him to a wheel 
chair where he had spent the last two years. 

Today Willem Hoorn was fairly bursting to tell Pieter 
about the donkey at the horse market. The two boys had 
grown up together and, as Willem himself expressed it, 
were “meeting eye to eye on almost everything.” 

It was always best, though, to let Klaas fuss a little over 
the pillows in Pieter’s chair and make sure he was comfort- 
able before entering into the conversation himself. 

“Are you all right, shipmate?” Klaas asked anxiously. 

“Aye, Captain. Fine and fit as a fiddle.” 
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“I heard you tying up the boat,” Pieter said as Willem and 
Hansi approached his wheel chair. “Then I saw—a strange 


thing—I saw someone else coming down the dike first.” 


“You saw someone coming down the dike and didn't 
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hear his klompen on the cobbles? How could that be, 
Piet?” Willem asked. 

“Neen, not a sound. A tall thin man just seemed to slip 
through the mist.” 

- “Ach! He was not a Netherlander then,” Willem said, 
laughing. “A Dutchman's klompen on the cobbles you can 
hear a mile away.” 

“Ja, that’s why it wondered me,” Pieter said, looking 
puzzled. 

“Aye, here we stand talking liflaf, when I should be ask- 
ing what kind of day you had,” Willem said anxiously. 

“Pretty good. I painted a pair of klompen for the souvenir 
shop at Volendam. Mevrouw Hannie came and made me 
a good lunch and, best of all, Night Watch, the black kitten, 
stayed here all day and kept me company.” He indicated 
a small black cat that sat at his feet and regarded Pieter 
with unwinking orange-colored eyes as it purred its con- 
tentment. 

“That’s a very good day,” Willem agreed. He reached 
into his pocket and produced two hard rubber balls. “Here, 
catch, Pieter!” He tossed both balls to his friend, who pro- 
duced two additional balls and tossed them back. The two 
boys kept the four balls in the air continuously. Long prac- 
tice at their favorite game had made them as skillful as 
jugglers. 

Finally Willem stopped the game and dropped two of 
the balls into his pocket. He could not have kept his news 
another minute. “Piet, this I have got to tell you,” he said, 
stepping closer to the wheel chair. 
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Pieter leaned forward eagerly. “Oh, tell me! Something 
happened today? Something in Edam? How nice must it 
be to go every week to Edam.” Pieter’s blue eyes lost their 
happy twinkle for a moment and took on a wistful look. 

This made Willem turn his own eyes away. He couldn’t 
bear to see suffering and loneliness in his friend’s face. 
“Listen, there is news, news for you, Piet Blinker.” 

“News? Who would have news for me?” Piet looked ` 
sharply from Willem’s face to that of the old fisherman 
who had returned from putting the barrel organ away 
inside the houseboat. 

“Shall I tell him?” Willem asked, laughing. 

“Tell him. Why not?” Klaas nodded his approval. 

“This is something after your own heart, Pieter Blinker. 
What—what do you think I saw at the horse market today?” 

“Horses?” asked the practical Pieter. 

“Ja, of course, but something else too.” 

“Always there is something wonderful to see in Edam. 
What was it this time, Willem?” 

“A little donkey—so small you wouldn't believe it—a 
donkey not much bigger than Boombast.” 

“And what ears!” Hansi exclaimed. 

- “And around her neck a collar yet. Such a collar!” Wil- 
lem added. 

Pieter’s head bobbed with excitement. Though less than 
three miles away, the wonders of Edam were not for him. 
Sometimes he could go with Willem and Hansi and Klaas 
on the boat, but there the trip ended. The cobbles were far 
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too rough for the wheels of the homemade chair to carry a 


boy with an injured back. Pieter always had to wait on 
the boat with Boombast till the market closed. 

“So tell me about the collar!” 
“It was a collar beautiful enough for a lady’s necklace— 
turquoise and coral beads on a leather strap—with many 
bright little tufts of wool. And, Piet—” Willem stepped 
close—“the collar had little silver bells on it, bells that 
jingled like sleigh bells when the donkey went pees 
over the cobbles.” 
.. “Now who would think of such a thing as that? A don- 
key’s collar made like a lady’s necklace!” y 
_ “And here's a funny one,” Willem continued: “The little 
one has a nose as white as if she had dipped it in a pail of 
milk. I tell you she was something to see, that one.” 

“And the name Willem has given her! Did you ever 
hear of a donkey being called Braambezie?” Hansi asked. 

Pieter gave this some thought. “Neen, 1 never heard of 
it. But a Braambezie is a little blackberry. That's a fine 
name for a small black donkey, the very best name.” Sud- 
denly a thought struck him and he leaned forward in his 
chair. “But a name yet. The donkey doesn't belong to you. 
How is it you have named her?” 

Willem cleared his throat. “I am on the sunny side of 
buying her,” he was surprised to hear himself saying. 

“Ah! Then you won't have to hitch yourself up with a 
rope and pull the boat to Edam on market days when the 
wind dies.” 
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“Ja, Pll take my ease riding on the boat like Boombast. 
But I have another reason also. The reason I like best of 
all, Piet, is because of you.” 

“Don’t make riddles, Willem. What could I have to do 
with a little black donkey that has a milk-white nose and 
long ears?” 

“Tell him. Tell, Willem!” Hansi was jumping up and 
down with excitement. 

“Well, do you mind the little painted sleigh in the cows’ 
winter room out at the farmstead?” 

“Ja, the yellow one with red runners and the pretty flow- 

ers painted on it. I remember.” 
. “When the snow flies, I will hitch the little Blackberry 
to the sleigh and come jingling down the frozen canal to 
the houseboat. Then Ill say, “Bundle up snug and warm, 
Piet. We are going someplace you would like to go.’” 

“To—to Volendam, Willem?” | 

“Volendam, foei! Volendam is right next door. This 
place is much farther away yet.” 

“Oh—oh, Willem, not to Edam? Not all the way to 
Edam?” Pieter gasped. 

“All the way to Edam. We will drive down to the dock 
and watch the big stoombooten come in from all over the 
world. What would you make of such a thing as that?” 

“I—I—don't know what to make. I—I—can't believe 
it. To Edam to watch the steamboats come in! Would you 
let me do that, Klaas?” Pieter looked up into the old man's 
face anxiously. 
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“Ja, Tam meeting you eye to eye with that,” the old man 
said, with a slight moment of hesitation. Then, taking a 
long pull on his clay pipe, he added, as if it were an after- 
thought, “Provided comes first the donkey.” 

“Think nothing of that,” Willem said. “As I told you 
before, I am on the sunny side of buying her. She will be 
in the cows’ winter room before the canal is frozen, before 
the white bees swarm. You can bet your last guilder on 
that.” 

“You see, Willem can do anything,” Pieter said, nodding 
with confidence. “If he says the donkey will be in the 
winter room when the first snow flies, she'1l be there. I 
believe if Willem took it into his head, he could make it for 
me to walk again, and skate even.” 

Willem smiled, but a queer lump came into his throat 
as Pieter voiced his faith in him. “Well get the little 
donkey pretty soon now. Then—some day—a great doctor 
will come along and, like that, you'll be sone again with 
the best,” he replied. 

But in his heart Willem wondered who among them 
could be responsible for such a miracle. Great doctors were 
in big cities. Hospitals were expensive. Klaas, try as he 
might, could not save enough guilders to take Pieter to 
such a place. 

So Pieter, who had fallen and injured his back during the 
ice kermis, seemed fated to remain in the wheel chair. 

The chair had been made by Willem’s young uncle, Oom 
Dirk. Oom Dirk had fashioned it to the best of his ability. 


38 THE SECRET OF THE SINGING TOWER 


But he was a seafaring man and not a woodworker. No 
matter how you looked at it, the chair was neither a thing 
of beauty nor an object of great comfort. 

Knowing this, Willem had allowed himself to become 
reckless in his remarks about the donkey. As he saw it, 
Braambezie and the yellow sleigh answered the problem 
of getting his friend out into the world even if not onto his 
feet, until by some miracle his injured back might be cured. 

He was a little frightened as he realized the rashness of 
his promise but determined to keep Pieter happy. “It may 
take a little time yet, Piet,” he said, “but I bet you the little 
Blackberry will be in the cows’ winter room before snow 
flies. Anyhow, while you're waiting for her you can have 
this to play with.” 

Willem reached into the pocket of his black pantaloons 
and produced a formidable-looking weapon. 

“Oh, Willem! Not your pistool! Not your really-truly 
pistol?” Pieter's eyes were shining. He grasped the toy 
and pointed it out toward the water. 

“Neen, Piet, you know it is not a real pistol. It shoots 
only caps, but you can have it. I give it to you to keep.” 

“A pistol! A pistol! What will Klaas say to that, eh?” 

“Klaas will just pull his cap down over his ears and keep 
it there,” the old man said, laughing. 

“Oh, look how dark it’s getting!” Hansi said, pointing 
to the sky. “Look at the fog yet, Willem.” 

“Aye, the mist is rolling in from all directions. We must 
go. Grootje will be sure we are lost in the canal. Good 
night, Piet. May God walk with you!” 
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He stepped off the boat and, followed by Hansi and 


Boombast, set off down the dike, clattering along to his 
grandmother’s farmstead, out past the last houses in the 
village. 


“Has the cat got your tongue, you should be so quiet?” 
Hansi asked after they had walked in silence for what 
seemed to the younger boy a very long time. 

“Oh, don’t ask. I talk too much,” Willem explained. 
“Every time I open my mouth I put both feet in, klompen 
and all.” 

“You mean promising Piet you were going to buy the 
little donkey?” 
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His brother nodded. “Talking, talking, buzz, buzz, 
buzz, like bees in a bottle. Counting my eels before they 
are caught. Always believing apple tarts grow on the roof.” 

Willem kicked at a harmless cobblestone with the toe of 
his wooden shoe. “How, I ask you, will I ever get enough 
guilder to buy that donkey before winter comes?” 

Hansi ran over and tugged at his brother’s sleeve. “How 

you'll get these moneys I don’t know. But you will get 
them, I bet you. The little donkey with the long ears is 
just as good as in the cows’ winter room. You are a stubborn 
Dutchman, Willem. It remembers me I have heard Grootje _ 
“say that.” 
- Willem looked at Hansi in surprise. “The stories some 
people do tell!” he said, laughing, but he squared his shoul- 
ders and tipped his cap farther over his ear. He began to 
whistle as the two of them clattered down the dike. 

Night was drawing in now and the air was growing 
chill. In the autumn mist the ruins of the old house that 
loomed up ahead took on a ghostly air. 

Once, it was said, the house had been the finest in al 
Klokdorp. It had belonged to an aged silversmith and 
sculptor, a man of some renown in both his arts. But Johann 
Ludwig had been gone for years. Now only the tall and 
blackened chimney remained of his once fine house. Once 
the storks had nested in that chimney and brought luck to 
the village—such luck, it was said, as Klokdorp had never 
known since the house was burned and the storks fled, never 
to return. 

Still the ruins and the blackened chimney were called the 
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silversmith’s house, and many legends and stories were told 
about the ancient mansion. 

Willem ceased to whistle as the boys made their way 
through the oncoming night. His thoughts turned from the 
little donkey for a while to consider the matter of the lost 
bell of Klokdorp. Klaas, he felt, had left out or forgotten 
some of the story. He resolved to ask Grootje to tell him all 
she knew the first evening a chance came. 

- Lost in his thoughts, he did not realize that he and Hansi 
and Boombast had almost reached the ruins of the old house 
with the blackened chimney until Boombast shattered the 
silence with a shrill bark, high and penetrating. 

= “What ails this dog today?” Willem said impatiently. 
“Tve always thought a dog was a good way to make friends, 
but when they bark like crazy at nothing, I’m not so sure.” 
- “You keep quiet now,” Willem said, grasping Boombast’s 
collar. A sound behind him, the smallest of sounds like 
the snapping of a twig, made him glance over his shoulder. 

A tall slender figure was approaching through the mist. 
Both boys stopped. The dog seemed tense and restless. 

“Good evening, Mijnheer,” Willem tried to peer through 
the mist to see what this quiet stranger might look like. 
But there was no sound at all, not even the snapping of a 
twig now, as the man glided past. 

Willem cleared his throat and spoke in a louder tone: 
“Have you lost your way, Mijnheer? There is nothing out 
there but the klokketoren and my grandmother’s farm- 
stead.” 

But the stranger went his way on silent feet. A stranger 
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indeed in a country where everyone clatters about in noisy 
wooden shoes! 


There was no indication that he had heard Willem’s 
suggestion that he might be lost. He vanished as silently as 
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he had approached, disappearing as completely as if the 


curtain of mist and fog had been drawn around him. 

The evening chill and the dampness from the Zuider 
Zee made the boys shiver a little. At last they came to the 
cobbled square of the bell tower. The evening had drawn 
in. The dark form of the singing tower stood silhouetted 
in the flat countryside beneath the darkling sky. 

Now even the sound of their wooden shoes died away as 
they crossed the meadows. Night came on very fast. They 
were glad to see that Grootje had lighted a big lamp and 
set it in the farmhouse window. 


2 


Gretchen s Adventure 


WILLEM awoke next morning to the ringing of the 
bells in the klokkeioren. 

From cellar to roof the pleasant old farmhouse smelled 
like breakfast. These pleasant smells made him forget the 
stranger he and Hansi encountered the night before at = 
ruins of the silversmith’s house. 

He listened to the pleasant sounds coming from the big 
low-ceilinged kamer, the kitchen that also served the family 
as a living room. 

The kitchen overlooked the canal. Almost any time of 
day one could gaze through the spotless windows filled 
with pots of red and pink geraniums and see the boats such 
as Willem’s on their way to the market place in Edam. 

In summer there were flower barges laden with their 
_ fragrant merchandise, tulips and hyacinths and a host of 
other blossoms from the beautiful Dutch gardens, on their 
way to the Amsterdam flower market. 

This morning Willem lay in the alcove bed he shared 
with Hansi, listening to the pleasant clatter of pots and pans, 
_ wrinkling his nose at the good smells of his grandmother’s 


excellent cooking. 
44 
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Gretchen, his twin, the only girl in the Hoorn family, 


was grinding coffee and chattering to Hansi, who was an 
early riser, and to three-year-old Franz. Above Gretchen’s 
voice rose the shrill twittering of Grootje’s canary whom 
she had named Pinkelspoodle after the burgomaster of Klok- 
dorp. “It makes a nice little “flaf to name a canary bird 
after a great and dignified man like Mijnheer Pinkels- 
poodle,” Grootje explained. 

“Eat, eat,” Gretchen’s voice urged Franz the bali, | ‘ext 
and you grow big and strong like—like Katzi.” 
- “Like Katzi,” Willem said aloud on the other side of 
the door. “Why would she pick out Katzi as an example 
of someone who is big and strong from eating? 1 wonder 
at it. That twin sister of mine, talking, talking, always 
talking. She says eat like a cat to get big and strong.” 

Gretchen's chatter was interrupted now by a loud clatter 
as Franz banged his spoon against his blue bowl. “Neen! 
Neen! Not Katzi. I want to be like Boombast yet,” he 
protested with all the violence in his small chubby person. — 
- “Boombast or Pinkelspoodle—what makes it any differ- 
ence, so you eat hearty.” | 
“ “Oh, who can sleep?” Willem rose, went to the window 
and leaned his elbows on the sill. For a little while he 
watched the play of sunlight on the big yellow and blue 
windmill with the thatched roof. An unusual quiet seemed 
to prevail over the countryside. This lasted only until 
Gretchen made her way across the red tiles of the kitchen 
in her felt house slippers. Then the back door slammed, 
shaking the whole house. Another momentary silence as 
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his twin thrust her feet into her klompen on the doorstep 
and the chatter began again. This time it was directed at 
Betje, Gretchen’s pet goose, the leader of her flock of geese. 

“You silly old goose!” Gretchen’ was saying. “You 
addlepated weetniet, like always leading those other foolish 
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geese some place they don’t betoigt Tow many times have 


I told you to keep away from such places? Such a thing! 
You keep me so be-addled you bring me to despair. Lead- 
ing the whole twelve of them down the path across the 
meadow toward that old rickety houseboat on the canal! 
What is down there to attract thirteen foolish geese? That 
I would like to know. No one has been down there for 
years. Now you all start off again, one after one in the 
same direction. For two gulden, I would send you all to 
market with Willem. Such a thing!” 

Gretchen, still chattering, captured each errant fowl sith 
a deft thrust of her goosegirl’s crook, herding them into the 
pen. 

“Gebabbel, gebabbel, girls and geese, they are just alike,” 
Willem said aloud. He thrust his head out of the open win- 
dow and regarded the pleasant morning. A breeze had 
risen and cleared away the mist. All over the countryside 
the windmills were turning as if to make up for lost time. 
In the distance cowbells were tinkling their soft sweet 
melody, a sure sign that old Hendrik the herdsman had 
taken the milking cart to the meadows. | 

Willem watched this placid scene until his sister came 
in sight with Betje the gray goose walking in front of her, 
held firmly by the neck in the crook of her long staff, the 
last of the flock to be captured. 

“You look like Little Bopeep in a Dutch cap and klomp- 
en,” he said, laughing. 

“Bopeep—foez! Pll have you know I washed my ears 
this morning—which is more than you have done.” 


ke 
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“So! You have eyes in the back of your head. You can 
see around corners and through walls,” Willem called out 
the window. 

“Children, children, no quarreling!”. It was their grand- 
mother’s voice. 

“Now you see,” said Gretchen, her towering starched 
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cap quivering with indignation, “you have disturbed 


Grootje. The granny thinks we are quarreling.” 

“I have disturbed Grootje! It’s you who have been 
talking. Besprecking, besprecking, besprecking! I say one 
thing, I have disturbed Grootje. I wonder at you.” 

Willem closed the window and thrust his face into the 
blue bowl filled with cool water. He shook his flaxen head 
with amusement after this operation was finished. He 
chuckled. She’s right: I didn’t wash my ears, but how did 
she know? Like always girls know everything. He sighed 
and opened the door to the kitchen. 

The big kitchen was large and sunny. Its walls were 
lined with shelves which held row upon row of delicate 
blue-and-white china. 

In the window-lined alcove overlooking the canal the 
long table was set for his breakfast. In front of one of the 
windows, between the starched lace curtains and above the 
red and pink geraniums, Pinkelspoodle the canary almost 
burst his tiny yellow throat with the joy of his morning song. 

In a chair close by the canary’s shining brass cage, Grootje 
sat knitting while on the hearth Katzi purred in feline con- 
tentment and paid no attention to the warbling bird. Boom- 
bast, sitting sleepily by Grootje’s chair, greeted his master 
with a small flick of one ear and a slight movement of his 
bushy tail, too lazy to open his eyes. 

Hansi’s voice mingled with the voice of Franz, discussing 
some important project going on in the cows’ winter room 
on the other side of the Dutch door. 

- Grootje looked up, her round face pink and smiling. 
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“God greet you, Willem, good morning!” she said. “Break- 
fast is all on the stove keeping warm for the lazy one.” 
Willem filled his plate and sat down at the place set for 
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him at the long table. He removed the knitted cozy, an 


overcoat that kept the china chocolate pot warm. He poured 
himself a cup. He took a sip and sat back regarding the 
simple beauty of the old farmhouse as his eyes roved over 
the long, low-ceilinged room. 

Morning sunshine shone on the spotless copper and 
brass pots and kettles and made them twinkle like gold. 

Something in the oven was sending out a fragrance that 
was almost irresistible. Because the days were growing chilly — 
now, a glowing peat fire burned in the blue-and-white-tiled 
fireplace. Each tile depicted a scene from the Bible. 

Beside the fireplace something was cooking in the big 
Dutch oven. This was sending out the fragrance that first 
greeted his nostrils when he came into the room. And from 
the fireplace itself came the rich aroma of soup from the 
- copper kettle hung above the hob. 

Willem helped himself generously to the crisp brown 
rusks, sweet butter, creamy cheese and strawberry jam. He 
took a long blissful swallow of the rich dark chocolate. 
Truly, he thought, there was no place on earth so pleasant 
as this small snug world he lived in. 

As he watched Grootje's fingers fly over the knitting he 
thought of the dark polished chest of drawers beside the 
fireplace. Day after day the little grandmother worked as 
if she were racing against the coming winter, filling the 
chest with knitted woolens, stockings, underpants and shirts 
for the boys; bright-red onderroken, or petticoats, for herself 
and Gretchen, and for the children’s mother in Amsterdam. 

Grootje knitted for Oom Dirk too, her one and only son 


52 THE SECRET OF THE SINGING TOWER 


since the nica! s al had been let at sea. Oom Dirk | 
was tall and broad and walked with a roll as all seafaring 
men walk. He smoked a long clay pipe and went on long 
and dangerous voyages, but to his mother he was just 
another of her children who all needed lots of good food 
and many fine woolens to keep them warm when the long 
deep cold set in. 

Now the chest of drawers was almost filled to capacity— 
a sure sign that winter was just around the corner. And what 
a time that would be! Oom Dirk would be home until 
spring, and all the little Hoorns but Franzi would go to the 
village school on skates that had curlicues on their toes like 
the runners of a sleigh. 

In winter the canal burst into life and 1 movement with 
the first freeze. Boys and girls in red mittens and gay- — 
colored scarfs, bundled to their turned-up noses, skimmed 
over the ice. Now and then they would pause to chat around 
the bonfires as they warmed their hands, or to buy a cup of | 
chocolate at one of the little stands beneath the arched 
bridges built across the canals. 

Here one could drive a little black donkey tithe toa 
sleigh—if one had the donkey—Willem hoi as memo- 
ries of winter came to him. 

These pleasant thoughts of Braambezie and the coming 


winter were interrupted by the sudden opening of the upper 


half of the Dutch door that led to the cows’ winter room. 
Through the opening appeared the grizzled head of old 
Hendrik the herdsman. He removed his pipe and spoke 
to Willem in no uncertain terms. “Dreaming again, are 
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your Me with the cows’ winter room to whitewash like 


always! Get into your smock and get to work yet.” And 
the old man vanished like an actor in a puppet show, behind 
the closed half of the door. 

Willem rose and looked at his grandmother. “You want 
me to do this?” 
_ Grootje nodded. “Yes, do as Hendrik says.” 

“You'll make a farmer out of me yet,” Willem said, as he 
went into the winter room where two buckets of whitewash 
and two big brushes stood ready for action. 

“Ja, Y hope so,” Hendrik sird alo grandfather was a 
good farmer.” ` 

“But my...my... father and Oom Dirk were fishermen 
and my PS alee DORE 

“Yes, and your father lost at sea, and Mevrouw in there 
carrying on like the brave one she is! I mind the time your 
grandfather brought her as a bride to this farmstead. She’s 
a eo that one, as blue-blooded as ay koe she 
owns.’ 

"Willem did not laugh, for he — that the old herdsman 
- was paying Grootje the highest compliment he could think 
of when he compared her to one of his beloved cows. 

Willem donned his blue smock and set to work helping 
whitewash the walls and ceiling of the spotless room. Here 
the cows would spend the winter. This done, the windows 
' were washed to a twinkling perfection and crisp starched 

_ lace curtains were hung. 
The big sliding door in the back of the winter room 
opened and Gretchen entered. Across her shoulders was a 
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yoke from which swung two shiny pails of foaming milk. 
“Grootje says to put this milk in the cans so Hansi and 
Boombast may take it to Volendam in the blue cart. Grootje 
says you are through for the day as soon as the milk is- 
ready.” 

“Is Boombast hitched yet?” Willem asked, pouring the 

milk in the cans. 
“Ja, but who knows for how long? The first cat or hare 
and away goes that one, milk cans and all!” 

But Willem was not listening to his sister’s chatter. He 
was out the door and down the dike before Gretchen real- 
ized he was gone. 

Pieter greeted Willem with great excitement from his 
wheel chair on the deck of the houseboat. “Willem, just 
listen to this: What do you think I saw this morning?” 

Willem shook his head. “How should I know such a 
thing?” 

“Pl tell you. I saw—I think I saw—the stormbird, the 
bird of ill omen!” Pieter’s voice was almost a whisper now. 

“Neen! There is no such thing. You must not believe 
a silly superstition. How could a bird bring anyone ill luck?” 

“The fishermen believe in the stormbird, Willem. They 
believe that when it appears it is an ill omen.” 

“Oh, I’ve heard that, but what makes it any difference if 
the fishermen tell such silly tales?” | 

“Do—do you believe something is going to happen here, * 
Willem? Do you?” Pieter looked into his friend’s face 
with anxious eyes. 

“Neen! Neen! Now forget this foolishness. Here, 
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catch!” He tossed his two little rubber balls to Pieter. The 


usual game was under way. 

Willem would not admit to his friend that he himself 
had been somewhat disturbed by certain strange occurrences 
in Klokdorp. In fact, he had not even mentioned the silent 
man beside the ruins of the silversmith’s house. He had not 
said that a turbaned stranger had brought the little donkey 
to the Edam horse market. Sometimes he wondered if there 
were two strangers moving silently about the Waterlands, 
or only one. In the dusk and mist it had been impossible 
to see the features of the man beside the ruins of the old 
house. He did not want to upset Pieter in any way, or to 
frighten him. Pieter deserved to have pleasant thoughts, 
not disturbing ones. His own thoughts were interrupted 
by a sudden clattering and chattering on the dike beside 
the houseboat. 

“Red sails of the Zuider Zee!” he exclaimed, putting the 
rubber balls in his pocket. “If my eyes and ears don’t de- 
ceive me, here comes Gretchen with that silly old gray 
goose, Betje.” | 

“What would she have Betje up here in the village for?” 
Pieter asked. 

“Y ou know that as well as I do. Leave it only to Gretchen. 

Pd better go see what's the matter.” Willem sighed and 
joined his sister on the dike. 
. “Such a thing, such a thing!” Gretchen kept muttering, 
rolling her china-blue eyes skyward. “You wouldn't believe 
it.. | was going to tell you about it right away, but you were 
too busy. Now I got to thinking of it and——” 
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“Be quiet for a minute. The klokketoren has started. The 
bells are ringing.” Willem dofted his cap respectfully. 

But his twin sister continued to rattle on. “Bells! That’s 
it, bells. Don’t talk to me about bells!” 

Willem waited until the bells in the singing tower stopped 
ringing, then turned to his sister. “Now tell me what is 
all this to-do?” 

“That man and all his bells! That Betje, that silly old 


goose!” Gretchen stamped her wooden shoes on the cobbled 


dike. 

Still chattering to herself in an indignant tone, she set off 
toward the village square with Willem behind her. “Fol- 
lowed him, mind you, followed straight through the market 
place, past the klokketoren. She would have taken all the 
other geese with her, that one, if I had not penned them 
up at home.” 

“What is this, Gretchen? Has Betje been on a tour 
through Klokdorpr” 

“Laugh then!” Gretchen stopped and faced him, her 
round eyes blazing with indignation beneath her starched 
cap. “Let me tell you one thing, Willem Hoorn: If I had 
not been mending an old fishing net for Oom Dirk as 
Grootje told you to do, such a = would not have hap- 
pened.” 

“Gegons, gegons, gegons—buzz, buzz, buzz. So I forgot 
about the net,” he admitted reluctantly. 

“Well, ja! So I had to do it, if you please.” Gretchen 
reached out with her goosegirl's crook and deftly drew 
Betje toward her. -E 
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“Get on with your story. So I forgot, I just forgot, like 


Hansi.” 

“Well, then, ys 

“T am all ears,” Willem said, as Gretchen picked up the 
struggling goose and attempted to carry her. 

“Betje is bigger than you are. What makes you try to 
any herr” 

“Because she is in danger!” 

“Betje in danger? Who would want to harm that silly 
old goose?” Willem burst into laughter as Gretchen set 
Betje on her feet =a deftly guided her down the dike with 
her crook. 

“The man with the many bells! That’s who wants to 
harm her.” 

“Meester Justus, the music master who plays the bells in 
the klokketoren? Betje is in danger from that gentle old 
man?” 

“Neen, not Meester Justus!” Gretchen stamped her fae 
“This was a man in a white turban, a purple cloak and red 
felt slippers turned up at the toes.” 

She paused for breath and glanced at her brother curious- 
ly. “Why are you looking at me that way? Don’t you 
believe a. is such a man in Klokdorp?” 

Era . I think... I know there is,” Willem said 
slowly, for aah ii seemed to tally with the 
man with the donkey. 

“Well, this one attacked Betje for no reason at all.” 

“I wonder at you. I wonder the storks don't build a nest 
right on top of your head. Such a weetniet!” her brother 
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said, laughing. “Of all the addlepated ideas you get, this one 
is the worst yet.” 

Gretchen was silent for a moment as she reached up and 
touched the tip of her cap as if she half expected to find a 
stork’s nest there. “You won't think I am so be-addled when 
you hear that Boombast is in this too. That Boombast, 
barking like mad, and taking off across the meadows every 
night.” 

- “Boombast always barks like crazy. He is chasing a hare 
across the meadows, I bet you.” 

Gretchen shook her head and remained silent, her eyes 
fixed on a figure crossing the square. “That’s the man now 
—the man with the many bells!” she whispered, whisking 
the squawking goose off her feet. 

At the sound of Betje’s outcry the stranger turned and 
looked in their direction for a moment. Then his dark face 
beneath the white turban turned blank, as if all expression 
had been wiped from it by an unseen hand. He moved out 
of the square, making no sound on the cobbles. 

“So that’s the man with the many bells,’ Willem said. 

Gretchen nodded. “Only he does not have the many 
bells today.” She set Betje down on her feet, but strangely 
enough the gray goose hovered beside her mistress and 
made no effort to get away. 

“Now about Boombast barking at a hare last night——” 
Willem said when the stranger was out of earshot. 

“By all the tulips in Holland, there was not a hare in 
sight any night when Boombast took off across the mead- 
ows! He went down the old path that leads to the canal.” 
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“Girls should be asleep at night, not lying awake listening 
to noisy dogs,” Willem commented. 

a was slipping along in the shadows, 1 bet 
you,” Gretchen retorted. 

“Ach! You always count your eels before they're ca 

“Well, the day I was mending Oom Dirk’s net by the 
canal such a thing happened you wouldn't believe. 1 heard 
the tinkling of bells in the distance, and when 1 looked up 
this one in the white turban was coming toward me, ringing 
the many little brass bells. I thought he was a marskramer, 
a peddler, because he had a pack on his back, so I got up 
and curtsied as politely as I knew how, and said, ‘Good day 
to you, Mijnheer. ” 

“And what did he say?” 

“Not a word. He just looked right through me and 
walked on.” 

Willem nodded. The man in the white turban was act- 
ing true to form. “Then what happened?” 

“Betje, that silly goose, followed him. She waddled be- 
hind him across the square of the bell tower. She stood at 
his heels while he was looking up at the klokketoren. She 
followed him even when he went down the dike and across 
the fields to the end of the meadowlands. It was a funny 
sight, I can tell you—that old gray goose tagging at his heels 
and he knowing nothing about it. And all the time, mind 
you, he was ringing those little brass bells. Why do you 
think he was looking at the bell tower?” 

“Everyone who comes to Klokdorp does this. The sing- 
ing tower is famous all over the Netherlands.” 
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Gretchen nodded. “Well, maybe. But wait until I tell 
you yet. Across the meadows and the drained land went 
this foolish man with the white turban and the many bells. 
Behind him waddled that silly old goose until they came to 
that narrow overgrown path that leads down to the canal.” 

“Then what?” 

Gretchen threw her apron over her head and rocked with 
laughter. “Oh, Willem, you should have seen it! Betje 
nipped him on the heel. And that man spun around and 
around. He jangled the bells all out of tune, right in poor 
Betje's face.” 

“T am meeting him eye to eye, » Willem said. “It is a bad 
thing to have a goose nip your heel when you don’t have 
klompen on.” 

“Ja, 1 guess that is maybe so. Anyway, Betje took off to- 
ward the meadows squawking and hissing. Round and 
round the haycocks she raced. Then she made for the dike 
still squawking, me clattering after her. She was so be- 
addled, that silly old goose, it took me a good hour to quiet 
her.” 

“What became of the man with the many bells, the man 
with the white turban?” 

“There was not another sound of the bells, and the man 
disappeared down the overgrown path.” | 

“Down that old path to the canal, eh?” Willem said 
musingly. 

“Why would he go to such a place as that? Nothing is 
down there.” 
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“Neen—so nothing is down there. Nothing is at the end 
of that old path but a rickety houseboat as deserted as the 


stork’s nest on the silversmith’s chimney. It’s just a leaky 


old tub, left there long ago by a band of water gypsies. I 
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I wonder at it.” Willem scratched his head, started to speak 
again, thought better of it and remained silent. 

And even his twin sister’s vivid imagination could not 
fathom what her brother meant when he said, “I wonder 
atit.” 
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“How 1s rr possible?” Gretchen complained on 
their way home. “I wonder how you can be so quiet. Has 
Katzi got your tongue? Maybe you are trying to act like 
the man in the white turban. As for me, I like a little talk 
vet.” 

“Who knows that better than I do, Sister? I am doing a 
little thinking.” 

“Foei! Thinking is hard on the head. What is all this 
thinking?” 

“Leave it only to me. I am trying to figure something 
out, and you talk, talk, talk.” | 

Gretchen thrust out her underlip in a pout. She let Betje, 
the gray goose, run on ahead of her—a sure sign her feel- 
ings were hurt. 

Willem looked at her sideways. “Here's what I was 
thinking. You might as well know. I was wondering what 
reason the man in the white turban has for never speaking.” 
“He just can’t talk Dutch, I bet you.” 

“Neen, it’s something else. There's more to this than 


meets the eye.” 
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“I wonder at him. Could he be looking for—— Ach! 
What a thing! Of course not!” 

They had come to Grootje’s white stone steps now. Both 
children removed their wooden shoes. Gretchen’s little red 
ones sat neatly beside her brother’s big yellow ones on the 
top step. 

But before Willem followed his sister through the door 
of the rambling yellow house he paused a moment and 
gazed across the great meadows that separated the farm- 
stead from the old silversmith’s ruined mansion. 

The chimney, barely discernible through the mist, pointed 
skyward as if raising the deserted storks’ nest and pleading 
for its winged owners to return. 

There was a legend, Willem remembered, that if a stork 
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even so much as hovered over the nest for a moment luck 
would return to Klokdorp. But who could believe such a. 
superstition? He shrugged and was about to follow Gretchen 
into the house when Boombast rushed past him and with 
yelps of joy burst through the open door. He upset Katzi 
on his bounding way to the pleasantly glowing fireplace. 

“What a thing to do!” Willem said, laughing, as he 
stroked the indignant and outraged cat who had been 
quietly snoozing on the hearth. 

As usual the big room was alive with clatter and chatter. — 
Warmth, good cheer and welcome were there, and an 
abundance of mouth-watering cooking smells. The rich 
fragrance of soup bubbling and simmering issued from the 
shining copper kettle. An enticing spicy smell came from 
the oven beside the fireplace. 

Willem stepped across the room in the soft felt slippers 
that Hollanders wear inside their wooden shoes. He swung 
young Franz off his sturdy short legs. “Guess what I 
brought you, Franzi!” he said. | 

“Something to eat, ja?” 

“Of course something to eat. Where do you put all you 
eat? There are cooky crumbs on your chin this minute.” 

Franz patted his round little middle. “Here put,” he 
said, “in breadbasket.” 

“Y ou put it there, all right—anyone could see that. Here, 
take this.” He thrust a paper bag in the little boy’s chubby 
outstretched hands. “Chocolate. Don’t eat it all. Save 
some for Gretchen and Hansi.” 


“What's for Hansi?” The upper half of the Dutch door 


s eyes and the top of 


=? 


of the winter room opened and Hansi 
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She went to the 
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“Boombast and 1 delivered the milk at Volendam. On 


the way home Boombast saw a cat and chased it 
“Fun? You call that fun?” Gretchen cried indignantly. 


“Ja. You should have heard those milk cans rattle when 


Boombast ran over the cobbles. It was more fun yet when 
the cat ran up the sails of a fishing boat by the dike.” 


“Milk cart and all?” Willem asked. 
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“What happened to the milk cans? Grootje’s lovely shining 


milk cans—what happened to them?” 

“Well, one of them that wasn’t quite empty bounced off 
on——” 

“On the cobbles? Oh, that lovely can all dented! 
What will Grootje say to that?” 

“Nothing very much, I bet you,” Hansi said, stuffing a 
chocolate turtle in his mouth.” 

“Where is Grootje?” Willem asked. 

“Not very far away,” their grandmother’s voice answered. 
“I went to the henhouse for eggs. Nice, eh?” She held up 
a large willow basket filled to the top with brown eggs. 

“The eggs are the best in Klokdorp, everyone knows 
that. But I want to know what's in that copper kettle on 
the hob? It bubbles and steams and smells so good it makes 
me think I’m starved,” Willem said. 

“Of course, boys are always starved. They never get 
filled up.” Gretchen rolled her china-blue eyes at her twin. 

Willem ignored his sister and sniffed with delight. 
“Grootje, what's in the kettle? What's for supper?” 

“Split-pea soup, hot and thick with sausage. That's 
what's in the kettle. In the oven is a snipperkoek—a ginger 
cake with orange peel. Good, too.” She opened the oven 
door and fragrance filled the room. “Little shrimps from 
Marken and smoked eel with sweet and sour beans, and a 
fat mackerel Klaas Blinker caught from the houseboat. I 
like my children to dine with good appetite.” 

Willem looked at his grandmother’s rosy face. He felt 
something besides feeding her children was on her mind. 
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He went softly toward her, his felt house slippers making 
no sound on the red-tile floor. “Grootje, is—is anything 
the matter? Nothing has happened to—to—Mother?” 

“No, the mother is all right.” 

“Oom Dirk then? Something has happened to Oom 
Dirk?” 

“Neen. If the sea stays quiet, he will be in Saturday like 
always.” | 
“What is it then? I have to be the man of the family 

when Oom Dirk is away. What is it?” 

“Well, then, sit down and PII tell you. A strange man 
was here today, a marskramer peddling bells. I spoke to 
him and asked him how much he wanted for the little blue 
enameled bell. But the man did not speak. He only held 
up two fingers.” | 

“Two gulden? The little bell was two gulden then.” 

“Two gulden. I bought it. It is there on the shelf. Then 
after I bought the bell I thought he would leave.” 

“He didn’t go?” 

“He stayed for a little while and I was frightened.” 

“What—what did he look like?” Willem was afraid he 
knew the answer. 

“He wore a white turban and baggy pantaloons. His 
coat was purple and his sash was red. His shoes were red, 
too, turned up at the toes. They were made of felt—the 
shoes. He did not make the smallest sound except when he 
rang the bells. Betje fled around the house in terror at the 
sound of the bells, squawking and squawking.” 
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“But why were you frightened? The bells didn’t scare 
you, did they, Grootje?” _ 

His grandmother smiled. “Neen. It was the paper he 
gave me.” She fumbled in her apron pocket and produced 


a neatly folded paper. “What do you make of this strange 
thing?” | 

Willem glanced down at the paper and read aloud, “Have 
you ever seen these?” The words stared at him. Beneath 
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them was a simple drawing of five flies. Nothing else. Not 
another word. “He did not explain the paper?” 

Grootje shook her head. “He explained nothing. He did 
not speak at all. He simply left as quickly as he had come.” 

Willem whistled. “This is a strange business, eh?” 

“It is more than strange,” Grootje said. 

A door slammed at the side of the house and Willem 
jumped, but it was only old Hendrik coming in from the 
winter room for supper. 

But even when that excellent meal was finished and the 
old man had gone to his closet bed in the winter room, 
Willem could not shake off the feeling that something hung 
in the air. | 

Grootje, aided by Gretchen, finished the dishes, polishing 
every kettle and pan to the brightness of gold. The canary’s 
cage was covered with a flowered bag, the last task of the 
kitchen. | 

Now, it seemed to Willem, was the time to ask Grootje 
to tell him her version of the story of the Kleine, the little 
lost bell. 

So, as the children gathered around the glowing peat fire, 
Grootje consented, and as her fingers flew over her knitting 
and Katzi and Boombast dozed on the warm hearth, the 
story began: 

“Well, my little ones, we were at war but the enemy had 
not yet come to Klokdorp, and then at last they came. 
You, Willem and Gretchen, were too young to realize what 
was happening. Hansi and Franzi were not yet born. 
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“The enemy came into the town driving the farmers and 


their families ahead of them. No one was overlooked be- 
cause they had ordered the town crier to go through the 
village beating his drum and shouting that everyone was 
ordered to assemble in the village square around the klok- 
ketoren. We saw them take the bells away and knew they 
were to be sent to the enemy’s own country, but there was 
talk at once that one maybe they didn’t find. Oh, how I 
remember the sight of that empty tower! It was something 
to pluck at your heartstrings. 

“Then when the people were out of their homes the enemy 
began plundering. It was feared they would cut the dikes 
and flood the polderland, the drained meadows that our 
people have toiled to build up from the Zuider Zee. They 
had been known to do this in some parts of the country, 
drowning the cattle and ruining the crops.” 

“Did they cut the dikes?” Willem drew his breath in 
sharply. “Did they do this terrible thing?” 

“No. ‘They left the dikes uncut at Klokdorp. They drove 
away our cattle after they finished plundering our houses 
and burning many of them to the ground. 

“So many people were left homeless that those of us 
fortunate enough to escape without losing our homes shared 
them with the less fortunate. There was little enough of 
anything to share after the enemy left. We shared what we 
had willingly enough. 

“Many families moved into windmills, although a num- 
ber of those were destroyed. 
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“What a day that was!” Grootje sighed. “Very well I 
remember it. I would not want to relive such a day.. They 
burned the silversmith’s house. It was the finest house in 
Klokdorp. They burned it to the ground after taking the 
fine furniture away with them. 

“The silversmith’s name was Johann Ludwig. Also he 
was then music master, and played the bells in the k/ok- 
ketoren. . 

“His fine old house had been in his family for generations. 
It was filled with beautiful things brought here by an an- 
cestor from the Dutch East Indies—priceless things. What 
did the enemy know of beauty? Some of the furniture they 
chopped up for firewood.” 

“Td show them something if they tried to burn my furni- 
ture,” Gretchen said indignantly. 

“Gebabbel, gebabbel! Let Grootje finish. You haven’ t 
any furniture,” Willem reminded his sister. 

“But,” Grootje continued, “the worst of all happened 
when they took the old silversmith himself, dragged him 
away in chains, mind you, that gentle old man who had 
never hurt anyone in his life and would not injure a fly. 
They took him away in chains, like the vilest criminal.” 

“Where did they take him?” Willem asked. 

“Tt was thought they took him away to their own coun- 
try and imprisoned him. At least he has never been heard 
from to this day.” 

“Why did they take him away?” Hansi asked. “What 
did they want to do that for?” 
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“That is what everyone wondered.” Grootje shook her 
head sadly. 

“Some believed that he might have hidden one of the 
bells and refused to tell them where.” 

“You—you mean the Kleine?” Willem’s eyes were round 
as blue-china saucers. 

“Yes, the Kleine, the little singing bell on top of the 
tower. Of course this could be just some people’s imagina- 
tion. No one really has any idea. The singing bell is gone, 
and gone is gone.” 

Grootje sighed, and her knitting needles fell to her lap. 
“A strange thing happened, though, when they were taking 
the silversmith away.” 

“What was that?” Willem sat on the edge of his chair. 

“While the soldiers were taking him away, mind you, 
Johann struggled to the side lines where your grandfather 
stood in tears. ‘My good friend, he whispered to your 
grandfather, ‘when this awful moment is over and the 
smoke has died away from the ruins of my house, do this 
for me: Go among ES ruins and look for a silver box. In 
it you will find 

“But what your grandfather was to find we Sal never 
know, because his guards pulled him away and threatened 
him with death if he spoke further.” 

“That was all he said?” Willem asked. 

“All—all, and then he was gone.” 

- “And did Grootfader do as the silversmith told him? 
Did my grandfather look for the silver box?” | 
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“Of course. Johann Ludwig was your grandfather’s 
dearest friend, the best friend he had in the world.” 

“And did he find the box, Grootje?” Gretchen asked, 
looking up from her flying knitting needles. 

“Oh, yes, he found the box. It was hidden in the Dutch 
oven in the ruins of the kitchen. The oven was made of iron, 
so the box was safe.” 

“What was in the box? What was in it?” Willem could 
hardly restrain his impatience. 

“Ach! That's the bitter part of it. The old silversmith 
must have been dazed by the day’s doings. There was 
nothing in the box but worthless trinkets.” 

“Aye, trinkets! And I thought the box would solve the 
mystery of the missing bell, maybe,” Willem exclaimed. 

“No, that is one of the many mysteries—why the old 
man set so much store by this box. Now let me get on 
with the bells. 

“Thirty-nine bells were discovered in the enemy’s coun- 
try when peace came. A few were broken and had to be 
replaced by the famous bell founders of Joure. This is a 
city which for many years has supplied bells throughout the 
world. Its bell founders are the pride of Holland. Here 
they made the new bells they needed and sent them to hang 
in the klokketoren in Klokdorp, with the old ones. Here 
they hang to this day. But the Kleine, the little singing bell, 
was not with the big bells found in the enemy country.” 

“Ts it true that the very day the Kleine came down, the 
enemy lost the war, as the rhyme on the bell warned them?” 


Willem asked. 
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“No, not quite the very day, but soon enough to make 


people wonder at it.” 
Willem began to recite a little poem now: 


“Foe, take me down 
At thy own cost. 
When thou so doest 
Thy war is lost 


That was the warning on the bell, Grootje?” 

“Ja, the very words.” 

“Tf the bell founders could make such wonderful bells 
for all the towers of the Netherlands and all over the world, 
why couldn’t they make a bell just like the Kleine, and 
hang it in the little bell’s place in the singing tower?” 

“A strange thing, that. They tried very hard to dupli- 
cate the little treble bell. But try as they might, they could 
not fashion one that sounded the same.” 

“How could that be? A bell is a bell,” Gretchen stated 
flatly. 

“Neen! That, my little one, is where you are mistaken. 
The bell founders’ art is a most exacting one. No bell leaves 
the foundry until it can sing just the way its creator wishes 
it to sing. 

“T will tell you a secret now about why the bell founders 
could not duplicate the Kleine. Only a very few people in 
Klokdorp knew it. Johann Ludwig himself told it to your 
grandfather. Johann knew it because he played the bells.” 

Grootje looked at the three eager faces around her. “Hear 
me then,” she said in almost a whisper. “The Kleine, the 
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little singing bell, had a small Haw—oh, a very small flaw— 
in its casting. It was impossible for even the best bell founder 
in Joure to imitate this flaw.” | 

“It was a bad thing then, the flaw?” Hansi asked. 

“Bad? No, it was a fine thing. It made the Kleine sing 
like an angel, but just the tiniest bit off key, like a very little 
girl singing with grownups. Because of this flaw the Kleine 
tinkled away in the singing tower like a music box.” 

“Ach! That is something new. I never heard that part 
of the story before,” Willem said, rising to his feet. 

“Do you think the Kleine will come back?” Gretchen 
asked, laying aside her knitting, for Boombast was scratch- 
ing at the door to be let out. 

“That question no one in this world can answer. The 
little bell is gone. Gone is gone,” Grootje said with final- 
ity, “and that is the end of the story. 

“Children,” she said, changing the subject, “on the back 
of the stove is the blue chocolate pot covered with a warm 
wool overcoat. In the cake box are doughnuts.” 

There was no need for Grootje to say more. The night 
was drawing in, and the wind whistled down the chimney. 

Later Willem, tucked snugly in his closet bed beside 
Hansi, turned his grandmother’s words over and over in his 
head. “Gone is gone, and that is the end of the story.” 
I don’t believe it’s the end, he thought. 

One of Boombast’s explosive barks sent Willem scurrying 
to the window. The chilly night wind was turning the big 
windmill paddles round and round beneath the flat dark 
sky. 
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Neatly clipped hedges separated Grootje’s tulip and hya- 
cinth gardens from the vegetable gardens. The farm looked 
for all the world like a patchwork quilt set in the quiet 
meadows. 

For a long time as he knelt with his elbows on the win- 
dow sill, there was no movement save that of the wind- 
mill. The countryside seemed calm and serene. Then 
without warning Boombast lifted his nose to the sky and 
delivered a shattering wail. The hair on Willem’s neck 
bristled. He leaned out the window to see what had upset 
the dog who was barking now with excited sharp yelps. 
Then Willem thought he saw the cause of Boombast’s ex- 
citement—a dark object with outstretched wings flew across 
the meadow and disappeared in the direction of the canal. 
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He shivered a little as he returned to bed. He felt that 
he had witnessed something unusual. ‘This creature with 
outstretched wings—could it be an omen of good or evil? 
He remembered Pieter’s story at which he had laughed, 
the story of the stormbird whom most of all the fishermen 
feared. 

Willem slid down in the bed beside Hansi and pulled 
the goose-down comforter over his head. Then at last he 
went to sleep. 


Y 
Mystery in a Cheese 


THERE was no sign of the huge bird around the 
farmstead next morning, and Willem decided not to men- 
tion it to anyone, not even to his good friend Pieter. 

Several times during thé week Boombast barked in the 
night, but when Willem rose and went to the window he 
saw nothing but the big black-and-white dog racing across 
the meadow. “Chasing his own shadow, that one,” Willem 
said, and went back to bed. 

Now it was market day again, and Willem was on his 
way to Edam with only Boombast aboard, Boombast who 
looked innocent enough in the bright morning sunlight as 
he stood guard over the baskets of golden cheeses on the 
barge. 

Willem was not sorry that Klaas and Hansi were not 
with him today, because there was no breeze and he was 
forced to haul the boat down the canal by a rope. 


“Shame on you, my fine-feathered friend!” he said to 
79 
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Boombast, lolling on the deck. “You are a great one for 
being a gentleman when there is work to be done. Why 
aren't you pulling the milk cart for Hansi instead of riding 
on the boat? Oh, no, not you! You chase a cat up the sails 
of a fishing boat, tumble out the milk cans on the cobbles and 
put dents in them. So what happens? Grootje sends Hen- 
drik to Volendam with the milk, and you, you ride on the 
boat like Saint Nicholas riding on his white horse. 1 pull 
and haul the boat all the way to Edam. Wait till Braambezie 
comes to the farmstead. Your nose will be broken. 1 will 
have someone to pull the boat and the little sleigh. Pd like 
to see you get a ride in the sleigh. Pd like to see that, my 
friend!” | 

Muttering his complaints aloud, Willem at last reached 
his landing place at the Edam dike. “Well! At least you 
can stay aboard and guard the boat,” he said. He loaded 
the big cheeses into Hansi's murderous pushcart. Then he 
trundled them over the cobbles. At last he had them stacked 
in a neat golden mound on the clean white cloth in the 
space allotted to him by the market master. 

Cheese makers and buyers throughout the Waterlands 
were standing about in groups talking, but keeping an at- 
tentive ear turned toward the horenblazer whose brass trum- 
pet would announce the opening of the market. — 

At last this dignitary appeared, dressed in an ancient 
costume. 

Dealers who were buying to resell in other markets car- 
ried tiny scoops which they plunged into the cheeses. They 
withdrew a small sliver. This they rolled between their 
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fingers to test its quality, and tasted a tiny portion of it. 
After this was accomplished the sample was replaced so 
neatly it was hard to find the place where the cheese had 
been cut. 

Heavy scales were standing about to weigh the cheeses, 
iron scales decorated with two clasped hands, the symbol 
of the conclusion of the bargaining. Each sale ended in a 
friendly handclasp between buyer and seller. 

Willem regarded his dwindling pile of cheeses with pleas- 
ure. No one in all the Waterlands sent better cheeses to 
Edam than the little grandmother. He was proud of his 
wares and glad they sold so quickly. 

Now he was down to the very last one. This was larger 
than the others and had been left unsampled. According ~ 
to the clock in the tower of the town hall, it was almost 
closing time. 

One cheese left. Willem laid the white cloth in the blue 
pushcart and was about to place the solitary cheese on top 
of it when someone plucked at his sleeve. 

Plucking at one’s sleeve was a strange way for a buyer 
to attract a cheese merchant’s attention. Willem turned 
toward the person behind him. “You want to—ach!” 

Willem found himself staring into the face of the man 
in the white turban. “You... wish ... to bargain for the 
cheese?” The boy held the golden ball under the man’s 
nose. “Smell it, Mijnheer. It is the best cheese in the Wa- 
terlands. No one makes better cheeses than my grand- 
mother, rich and creamy and of a texture you would not 
believe.” | 
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Throughout the sales talk the man’s face remained im- 


passive. 


Willem pushed the cheese a little farther forward. “Taste 
it, Mijnheer, only taste it. Then you will see what a cheese 


maker my grandmother is. 


99 


holding up a small silver scoop, 


The man nodded and, 
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indicated that he would sample the cheese as the other 


buyers had done. | 

“Ah, Mijnheer, now you will taste something different!” 
Willem exclaimed as the man with a quick thrust of the 
scoop drew out a slender sliver of the rich yellow cheese. 
Unlike the others, he did not roll it between his fingers 
to examine its texture. 

He did not clap hands with Willem like other buyers and 
dealers, who made the cheese market sound like a giant game 
of Pease Porridge Hot, Pease Porridge Cold. He did not even 
clasp Willem’s hand in the final friendly gesture of good will 
at the close of a bargain. Instead, with a lightninglike move- 
ment of his fingers almost too quick for the eye to follow, he 
replaced the sample in the cheese. Then without a word he 
turned and made his silent way out of the market place. 

Willem watched him disappear toward the dike. What 
a thing to do! he thought. That man did not even taste 
Grootje’s good cheese. Worst of all, he did not buy it. 

Willem took off his black cap and scratched his head, 
trying to solve the riddle of the turbaned one’s strange con- 
duct. Well, what makes it any difference? he asked him- 
self. He trundled the blue cart with the cheese back to the 
- boat which Boombast the faithful still guarded, and received 
his usual enthusiastic reception. 

“Keep your eye on the boat a little longer,” he said as 
Boombast greeted him. “I’m going to the horse market to 
see the little black donkey, and I have to hurry like any- 
thing.” 

Braambezie’s long ears moved forward as Willem came 
running into the horse market. She’s waving at me with 
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her ears, he thought, that little Blackberry. He chuckled 
and said, “You'd like a lump of sugar, two lumps maybe. 


I saved these from my breakfast this morning.” 


He fished in his pocket and brought out not two but 
several lumps, which the donkey ate with relish from the 
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palm of his hand. But as usual the horse trader was glow- 
ering at him. 

Willem rubbed the little donkey’s head and white nose. 
He spoke softly into one of her long ears. “I have to leave 
you again today, but some day I’ll come after you and take 
you home with me. You'd like that, eh, being my little 
Blackberry?” | 

Braambezie leaned against him as though she could not 
bear the thought of parting. 

“I—I don't want to go away without you.” Willem tried 
to swallow the lump in his throat. “But the last time I was 
here that man told me not to come back unless 1 had the 
money to buy you. That 1 have not got today.” 

He turned away as the keeper of the market started to- 
ward him. “Ja, Pm going, Mijnheer, but Pll be back. And - 
next time—who knows?—I may take the donkey with me.” 

So once again the cobbles rang as Willem made his way 
toward the dock, the little boat and Boombast. 

As the market boat docked at Klokdorp, Pieter was wait- 
ing for him on the houseboat as usual. “Did you see Braam- 
bezie, that little Blackberry, today?” he asked eagerly. 

“Yes. And she sent you a message,” Willem said, laugh- 
ing. 

“What did she say?” 

“She said it would not be long now until she would be 
seeing you right here in Klokdorp.” 

Pieter’s eyes sparkled. “That day I am living for.” 

“Oh, and another thing: Here is something I brought 


39 


you. 
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Willem took a blue-and-white striped paper bag from 
his pocket. 

“Chewing gum! You never forget, Willem. What a 
nice thing!” 

“Tm forgetting the time right now. Listen!” 

“The bells in the klokketoren.” 

“Ja. That means I have to get home at once. I was late 
today because I lingered with that little Blackberry.” 

Pieter waved after Willem had made the barge fast to- 
the pole and was trundling the blue cart up to the dike, 
whistling. : 

Suddenly Willem stopped. “Wait once. I did forget 
something. I’ve got something for you and Klaas, Piet 
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Blinker.” He scrambled back onto the houseboat, the big 


round cheese under his arm. 

“Klaas is in the kitchen,” Pieter said, turning his wheel 
chair around. “Wheel me in, Willem. I want to see his 
face when he sees that beautiful cheese.” 

Willem did as his friend asked him to do, and old Klaas 
came forward, his blue eyes twinkling. “What a beautiful, 
beautiful cheese!” he said, laying his pipe down. “If it is 
as good as it looks, it must be delicious yet. No one makes 
cheese like Mevrouw Hoorn.” 

“Taste it. It’s been sampled.” Willem indicated the 
place where the man in the white turban had removed and 
replaced the long sliver without tasting it. 

The old fisherman took a small knife, lifted the sliver out. 


His eyes took on a puzzled expression. “Ach! Look— 
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there is something in the cheese...a...a piece of folded 
paper. A note maybe.” 

Willem and Pieter stared at him as he removed a tiny 
piece of paper from the cheese. He handed it to Willem, 
who gazed at it in amazement. “Neen,” Willem said. “It 
is not a note. It is a picture. The—the same picture that 
the man in the white turban gave to Grootje.” 

“A picture? Just a picture? The man in the white tur- 
ban? What do you mean, a picture?” Klaas Blinker looked 
at Willem with a puzzled frown. “Why would anyone put 
a picture in a cheese? It wonders me. What is all this 
mystery, Willem Hoorn?” 

“I wonder at it more and more,” Willem said, shaking © 
his head. “I wonder that anyone should make such a pic- 
ture in the first place.” 

He held out the little paper as Pieter and the old man 
bent forward eagerly. On the paper was a simple draw- 
ing, the crudely fashioned picture of five flies. 


That Little Blackberry 


Wittem showed the mysterious paper with the five 
flies on it to his grandmother when he reached home that 
evening. 

“T think nothing of this nonsense,” Grootje declared. 
“Tt is faf, and the whole matter should be dropped. What 
sort of creature is he, this turbaned one, who will not even 
taste a good cheese when he has sampled it?” The little 
grandmother set the steaming soup plates on the supper 
table. As far as she was concerned the matter was closed. 

As time wore on Willem was inclined to share her views. 
He had other things to think about. There was the matter 
of the little donkey. He seemed no closer to owning her 
than when he had first seen her. It was a most disheartening 
situation. Soon the market would be closed. It would stay 
closed until spring came back and turned the meadows 
green again. What would happen to the little donkey 
during the winter? This thought kept Willem constantly 
counting the money he kept in the blue sugar bowl. No 
matter how thrifty he was, there was still not enough. 

Each market day he went to see the donkey. She watched 


for him and greeted him with a friendly “hee-haw,” as soon 
89 
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as he came into the horse market, leaned against him and 
nuzzled his hand for sugar or a red apple. Braambezie 
treated him exactly as if he were her master. 

But he wasn’t. That was the pity of it. Now it was the 
last market day of the season. Willem would be going 
back to school soon. What would become of the little 
Blackberry? What would she think when he no longer 
came to see her? What would Pieter think of him? He 
had failed to keep his word. 

He went into the pleasant kitchen. Grootje knew what 
was troubling him. She tried to cheer him up by bustling 
about, fixing a good breakfast. “A little fresh bread with 
sweet butter and sausage? And perhaps a little batter cake 
with jam and cheese?” she suggested, looking at him 
anxiously. | 

“Yes, Grootje, thank you. I will help myself. You go 
on with your work.” 

A voice came from the other side of the room: “Ach, 
why do they dress boys like girls in Holland till they are 
five years old? It wonders me.” 

Willem had not realized his sister was in the room. He 
turned toward the fireplace where Gretchen was buttoning 
Franz into stout knitted pants, over which she put a petti- 
coat and a dress that made the little three-year-old look 
exactly like a Dutch girl doll. 

“Ja, I was glad when I got to be five, I can tell you, and 
Franzi will be too, I bet you,” Willem said, helping himself 
to the sizzling sausages. 

“You should have been up long ago, helping Hendrik 
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in the winter room instead of staying in bed as if you were 


the burgomaster. Today there is work to do,” Gretchen 
reminded him. 

“Gretchen, neen!” Grootje said. “Remember, this is 
market day and there is no wind. It is enough that your 
brother has to pull the boat all the way to Edam. Today 
Hendrik works without him. Hansi can help.” 

“Well then!” Gretchen tossed her head and her starched 
cap rattled, but nothing more was said. 

“T can help Hendrik a little.” Willem looked at the tall 
clock. “I can help him in the cows’ room for about half an 
hour.” 

“Well, eat a good breakfast first, though,” Gretchen said, 
relenting. 

Breakfast was over now and he opened the door that led 
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to the winter room. “I have half an hour, Hendrik. What 
do you want me to dor” he asked as the old man turned 
from his task of putting fresh clean straw in one of the 
cows” stalls. 

“Just bring me a bundle of straw from the windmill. 
Then you'd better start loading the cheeses on the cart. The 
canal is full of mist. You’d best get an early start.” 

Willem opened the back door of the winter room and 
stepped into his wooden shoes on the doorsill. “Ouch!” he 
- exclaimed, hopping on his right foot and seizing his left 
with both hands. 

The upper part of the door flew open and Badik ap- 
peared framed in the space like a picture of a very ancient 
herdsman in a blue smock. 

“Well, what is it now?” he asked sourly. 

“My—my klomp—there’s something in it.” 

“Ja, your foot.” The door closed with an impatient bang. 

“Tt’s—it’s something more than my foot,” Willem 
shouted to the closed door. “It’s—it’s—” He took off his 
shoe and thrust his hand inside. 

Then with one shoe off and one shoe on, he ran through 

the cows’ room. He came into the kitchen waving a small 
jingling object in his hand. “Grootje! Gretchen! Hansi! 
Franz! Look yet!” he cried. 

“Now what?” Gretchen stood up, her hands on her hips, 
and faced her brother. “What kind of a to-do is this?” 

“Look, look, and it jingles!” Willem held out a small 
velvet bag as purple as spring violets. 

“Open it,” the practical Gretchen suggested. 
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“Oh, yes, I should do that, shouldn’t I?” He pulled the 
drawstring and peered into the bag with round, unbeliev- 
ing eyes. 

“What is in the bag?” his sister demanded. 

Willem poured the contents on the table. “Gulden! The 
little bag is filled with money.” 

“Who would be putting money in your klomp?” 
Gretchen stared down at the coins as if she were afraid to 
touch them. 

“T know,” Hansi said. “I know who put them in there.” 

“Who then?” 

“Saint Nicholas, who else? He always puts our presents 
in our klompen.” 

“Saint Nicholas’ Day is December the sixth, just nineteen 
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days before Christmas. This is October,” Gretchen reminded 
her little brother. 

“Well, he came early this year, maybe.” Hansi ran out 
to peer into his own small shoes on the doorstep. 

Grootje, who had been in her own room while this 
excitement was going on, came into the kitchen. She looked 
with amazement at the little pile of money. 

“Who?—who?—where?” 

Willem shook his head. 

“Is there anything else in the bag?” 

“Neen, 1 don't think so.” But as Willem shook the bag, 
a small piece of paper, carefully folded, fluttered to the floor. 

Gretchen quickly retrieved it and handed it to her brother. 
“Read it quick yet and solve this mystery.” 

But she was doomed to disappointment. Willem un- 
folded the note and began to laugh. 

“What is so funny?” his sister asked. 

“Just that Hansi was right.” 

“What?” 

“Here, read it for yourself.” Willem handed her the 
note. For a moment she stared at it in surprise, then began 
to read aloud: 


“Saint Nicholas, passing through Klokdorp to take ac- 
count of good boys and girls, learned that Willem Hoorn 
had been very good at helping with the farm chores, and 
at selling cheeses at the market place. Whereupon Saint 
Nicholas broke his rule. He placed Willem’s gift in his 
klomp at once, fearing that December the sixth might be 
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00 lates 2 to. buy. the small zas black 23 
donkey ...at... the... horse... market” 


Gretchen let the note flutter to the floor and stared at her 
brother. “Who—r” Her face was a question mark. 

Willem shook his head and turned to his grandmother. 
“Grootje, did you put Saint Nicholas up to this?” 


“No. I only wish I might have.” 

“Who then?” But there was no answer to this question, 
and no time to be lost. 

In less time than it takes to tell, Willem was hitched to 
the barge and pulling it down the canal toward Edam. 
Later, when the last cheese was sold and the closing trum- 
pet sounded, he was already on his way to the horse market. 
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His heart was pounding to the tune of the jingling coins 
in the little velvet bag. 

“You again!” exclaimed the ill-natured keeper of the 
market, who had no use for young boys. “What 1 is it this 
time?” 

“The—the little black donkey.” 

“Ja. What about her?” 

“I—I want to buy her.” 

“This is some kind of liflaf.” The man peered at him, 
frowning menacingly. 

“Neen, no liflaf. The little Braambezie, that little Black- 
berry—I want to buy her.” 

The man turned away. Willem plucked at his sleeve. 
“Well, what is it now?” 

“Money, Mijnheer. Look, I have money. Lots of it.” 
Willem jingled the coins in the bag as he held it before 
the greedy one’s eyes. 

“How did a boy like you come by all this money?” he 
asked suspiciously. 

“Well—” Willem smiled—“I found it in my klomp. 
Saint Nicholas left it there.” 

“Ha! A likely story!” 

“It is true, Mijnheer. I did find it in my klomp. My 
grandmother will tell you this is true.” 

“Who is this grandmother you speak of then?” 

“She is Mevrouw Hoorn.” 

“Where do you live?” 

“Klokdorp, Mijnheer, three miles down the canal.” 
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“Ja, 1 know the village of bells where the klokketoren 
stands.” 

Willem nodded. “But—but—the little donkey, Mijnheer. 
All this is getting us nowhere. Has the man in the white 
turban taken her away again?” 

A sudden fear clutched at Willem’s heart. There had 
been no friendly “hee-haw” to greet him as he came into 
the market place today. | 

The market man shook his head. “Neen, she is not with 
the Silent One.” 

cov here, i, where seis... 6be.. thane 

He thought he could never get the words spoken, his 
heart was pounding at such a rate. 

The man spat on the ground and shifted his gaze. “She 
is not here. She was ailing. Already I have paid out more 
money than she is worth, feeding her. I cannot feed her all 
winter. The market closes today.” 

“Where?” Willem’s mouth felt dry, his throat stiff with 
anguish. “Where is she then, the little Blackberry?” 

“Who knows by this time?” 

“What—what do you mean, Mijnheer?” 

“Simply this. The donkey is gone.” 

“Gone where? Where? Where?” 

“How should I know? I only know I paid to have old 
Fazel cart her away. A sick donkey is of no use to anyone.” 

“Cart—carted—away!” That could mean only one 
thing. He was sure no good could come to the little donkey 
in the hands of old Fazel, who went about the market gath- 
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ering up refuse and earning a guilder any way he could. 
The donkey was in danger. 

Again Willem plucked at the marketman’s sleeve. 

“What, again?” He spoke even more crossly and scowled 
in a frightening manner. 

“Ja, again. Tell me just one thing. In what direction did 
Fazel take her, the little donkey?” 

The marketman jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “In 
that direction. At the edge of town there is a small clearing.” 

Willem nodded. “Yes, I—I know where it is, the clear- 
ing.” | 
“Well, then, the donkey rides in Fazel’s rickety old cart. 
You'll hear this cart squeaking before you even see it. It 
makes more noise than a creaking windmill.” 

- “Pll find her,” Willem said breathlessly. “Oh, PIH find 
her, Mijnheer!” 

“Maybe,” said the marketman. “Now go away and 
quit making a nuisance of yourself. I have other fish to fry.” 

His last words were lost to Willem. By this time he was 
clattering over the cobblestones as fast as his klompen would 
carry him. His heart was pounding against his ribs like a 
sledge hammer. 

If only I can catch up with that cart! he said to himself. 
If only I am not too late! To think of Braambezie, that 
little Blackberry, being in the hands of evil old Fazel! He 
would do anything for money, anything in the world. 

Suddenly Willem stopped in his tracks. Far ahead of him 
he heard a welcome sound. It was a monotonous com- 
plaining: squeak, squeak, squeak. 
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Well, at least they have not come to the clearing, Willem 
thought. He ran on. 

Then he saw the rickety cart de of him. In it stood 
the little donkey, her head ee as if resigned to the fate 
that lay before her. 

Willem made a cup of his hands. He cried out as loudly 
as he could, “Fazel! Fazel! Wait, wait!” But still the cart 
creaked on. The driver did not even turn his head. 

I—I can’t stop him, Willem concluded. P'll have to catch 
him. He sprinted until at last he was directly behind the 
cart. With one leap he was in the cart with his arm around 
Braambezie’s neck. “Fazel! Fazel! Stop the cart!” he 
roared. But still the old man did not turn. 

Willem stumbled forward and jerked the reins out of his 
hands. The bony horse that was pulling the « cart came to 
an abrupt halt. 

Only then did the old man turn around, his ei 
face wreathed in surprise. 

“I have come for the little donkey,” Willem explained. 

The driver shook his head, then picked up something 
from the seat beside him and applied it to his ear. 

An car trumpet! Ach! The man is deaf! Willem gasped. 
“Well, then,” he shouted into the trumpet, “I have come 
for the little black donkey.” 

The old man shook his head. “I am to be paid to cart 
her away. Who wants a sick donkey?” 

“I do,” said Willem. “I want her more than anything 
in the world.” 

“Neen! I am to be pid——” 


100 THE SECRET OF THE SINGING TOWER 


“Listen,” Willem shouted into the ear trumpet. “T’ll give 
you as much as the horse trader would pay you to cart her 
away. If you'll cart her back to the dike for me, Pll give you 
this.” 

He flourished the bag of coins beneath the man’s nose 
and counted out a thrifty sum. 

The evil old eyes lighted up with greed as he reached for 
the money. 

“Neen! Not until Braambezie is on the boat, my little 
boat at the dock, will you get one gulden.” 

The ragged driver laid down the ear trumpet. He 
clucked to the horse. Then the cart turned with much 
squeaking and complaining and went rattling over the cob- 
blestones to the dike. 
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THAT LITTLE BLACKBERRY 


It was only after Braambezie was safely on the little 
barge that Willem gave the old man the money. “There 


now, you’ve done a good day’s work. You've saved a little 


donkey’s life. 


1” Willem said as 


May God walk with you 


he placed the money in the old one’s palm. 


He untied the market boat. Just then a little breeze 
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sprang up. And so the boat with a black-and-white dog, 
a very happy boy: and a small black donkey drifted serenely 
down the canal through the Waterlands. 

As they arrived at the dock the bells in the klokketoren 
began to ring. Braambezie, like all good Klokdorpers, was 
being welcomed home by the deep-throated bells in the 
singing tower. 

But who was the mysterious person who had advised 
Saint Nicholas to put the bag of coins in Willem’s wooden 
shoe? This was a matter that would puzzle Willem Hoorn 
for many weeks to come. | 


7 
A New Member of the Family 


PIETER was waiting on the deck of the houseboat as 
Willem. helped Braambezie from the market boat and 
proudly led her down the dike. “Willem, oh, Willem! 
You've got her, the little Blackberry!” Pieter exclaimed, 
leaning forward while his friend Ope on the dock to 
show him the donkey. | 

“What ears!” Pieter said. “Hansi was right. She has ears 
like that.” He made Hansi’s familiar gesture with his hands 
at either side of his head. - 

“Ja, long ears and a white nose, as 1 told you.” Willem 
was almost bursting with pride and happiness. “It will be 
only a little while now, Piet. Soon we will be going to 
Edam in the yellow sleigh. Then you'll see something.” 

“Yes, the big stoombooten coming in from all over the 
world. Oh, Willem, could we drive right down to the dock 
and look at the stoombooten?” Pieter’s eyes were shining 
like twin stars. | 

“Why not, if there is snow? But now 1 must take her 


home, Piet. The little Braambezie has been sick.” Willem 
103 
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told his friend the story of the donkey’s rescue, then led 
her down the dike toward the distant farmhouse. 

“Grootje! Gretchen! Hansi! Franz! Hendrik!” he 
called as soon as he came to the yellow farmhouse. “Come 
here and look quick. Now you will see something.” 


The door burst open at once. It was apparent that 
Gretchen and her little brothers had been stationed on the 
threshold awaiting his summons. 

In a trice they had slipped their felt-clad feet into their 
klompen on.the doorstep. They came clattering down the 
stone walk to meet the homecomers with admiring smiles of 
welcome, their voices high and shrill with excitement, ac- 
companied by Boombast’s riotous barking. 
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“Ach Ach! The little one, the pretty one! How is it 


possible a donkey can be so small?” Gretchen said all in one 
breath as she looked at Braambezie with admiring eyes. 

“Look once! Look who is coming down the walk with 
Grootje,” she said after she had run out of admiring phrases 
for Braambezie. | | 

“Oom Dirk! Well, this is something then. A family 
gathering to welcome a new member home!” Willem ex- 
claimed as the broad shoulders of his uncle loomed behind 
Grootje’s shawl-clad figure in the doorway. 

“Oom Dirk just got in this afternoon,” Gretchen ex- 
plained, “and Grootje is as happy as Pinkelspoodle singing 
in his cage.” | 

Grootje, her rosy face silhouetted by the lights in the farm- 
house, nodded and smiled as her seafaring son went down 
the walk to inspect the little donkey. 

“What ears, what ears!” Gretchen kept saying. “One 
does not know what to think. Why does she need such 
ears?” 

Willem laughed. “The better to hear you with, my dear. 
Remember what Red Ridinghood said to the wolf?” - 

“Red Ridinghood had ears like that?” Gretchen looked 
puzzled. “That I never heard.” 

“Neen, neen.” Willem laughed. “I’ve got it backward 
yet. It was the wolf who said that to Red Ridinghood.” 

“Well, then, that makes it better,” Gretchen said, coming 
a step closer to Braambezie. “Could I touch her? Will 
she bite mer” | 

“Of course not, Gretchen. Don’t be dumb.” It was Oom 
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Dirk’s booming voice as he came closer to inspect the 
donkey. “Let me look at her, children.” - 

He felt the donkey’s nose. “She is not well, the little 
one. Did you know that, Willem?” he asked finally. “Her 
eyes look heavy. Her nose is too warm.” 


“She is sick?” Grootje was on the scene at once. She 
removed her shawl, placed it around Braambezie and 
pinned it firmly with a large safety pin. | 
- Willem told them all the story of his wild chase through 
Edam, and how he rescued the donkey from the old man 
with the ear trumpet who was to be paid to cart her away, 
to what ill-starred fate no one knew. | 

When the story was over, Grootje took hold of the stiff 
mane on Braambezie’s neck. “Come, then,” she said. “We 
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have made a place for you in the winter room. Gretchen, 


run around the house and make open the big door. This 
one will be snug as a bug in the best stall in the room, safe 
and warm, well fed and with lace curtains to look at yet.” 

“And each stall as clean as soap and water and whitewash 
can make it,” Oom Dirk added, laughing. | 
- Old Hendrik the herdsman rose from his closet bed in 
the wall and came over to examine the little animal, as 
Willem led her into the winter room. For a long time 
there was silence. Hendrik felt the donkey’s thin ribs, looked 
down her throat and examined her eyes and ears. Even her 
teeth came in for inspection. 

Willem held his breath while this was going on. The 
old farm hand knew more about animals and their ailments 
than anyone in the village. He was constantly called on to 
doctor them on neighboring farms. : 

At last Hendrik finished his examination and turned 
away without saying anything. 

Willem drew his breath in sharply. “Is she very sick, the 
little Blackberry? What is the matter with her? Is it very 
bad—is it then?” | | 

It seemed he could not find the words to ask these ques- _ 
tions. He stared into the old man’s face, afraid to hear what 
the verdict might be. Then, as if God’s own sun had sud- 
denly started to shine through the mist and fog of the 
Zuider Zee, Hendrik’s eyes began to twinkle. 

“Nothing is the matter with her that a lot of good food 
and care, and a comfortable place to live, will not cure. Now 
fetch some straw. Help me make up a bed for her in a 
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koe’s stall. T'll give her some warm oats, and comb and 
brush her after she is comfortable.” 

“You mean to say that this little one has been allowed to 
starve?” Grootje asked indignantly. To the little grand- 
mother, keeping those beneath her roof well fed, whether 
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they were children or animals, was as necessary as breathing. 

“She has been given only enough food to sustain life,” 
Hendrik said. “Plenty of oats, a good clean bed of straw, 
and rest here in the winter room, and she will be as good 
as new before the first snow flies.” 

- “The first snow! You mean I can take her out the first 
snowfall?” Willem asked. 
- “If all goes well, why not?” 

Willem turned excited eyes on the yellow sleigh in the 
corner. On it were painted tulips of pink and yellow and 
blue. Its runners were a brilliant red, as were the shafts. 
“Only think, Piet will get to see the steamboats at Edam 
as soon as the canal freezes and the meadows are white.” 

He suddenly realized that Gretchen and Hansi were re- 
garding him with disappointed faces and pouting underlips. 
“Oh, I make you a promise, Sister, and you too, Hansi. You 
two shall be the first to ride when Braambezie is hitched 
to the sleigh. Dll take you both to Volendam and back to 
Klokdorp. Nice, eh?” _ 

Their faces wreathed in smiles now, Gretchen and Hansi 
nodded. | 
- Willem rubbed A nose against E Ita mbezie’s white one 
as Hendrik set to work grooming the little donkey. “You 
like it here? It is nice to live in the warm winter room with 
the gentle cows?” 

Braambezie twitched an. ear as if ting to say, “Ja, it is 
_ always nice to live ina place where people are loving and 
kind.” 


A commotion in the other side. of the house interrupted 
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the peace and quiet of the winter room. “Ach! The little 
one for a moment I forgot!” Grootje fled through the Dutch 
door that led to the kitchen. 

“What made Grootje run into the kitchen like that?” 
Hansi asked. 

“Franz is up to something, I bet you,” Oom Dirk replied. 

Through the open upper half of the door the family 
could hear the little grandmother’s voice raised in a sort of 
wail. “Oh, Franzi, what are you doing with my tulip 
bulbs? You didn’t eat one?” 


A NEW MEMBER OF THE FAMILY 111 


“Ja—just a little bite. Was good, the onion,” they heard 
the three-year-old explain. 

“Onion! Onion! Ach!” 

Gretchen’s head in its peaked white cap appeared at the 
door. “What happened? What is all this to-do about an 
onion?” 

“Onion, onion, she says. Do you know what that one did? 
That Franzi ate my best tulip bulb. It was in a basket on 
top of the cupboard. I was just on'the sunny side of taking 
them down to the cold cellar. And wouldn’t you know that 
out of the whole basket he’d eat the best one? Ach, such a 
deep, rich purple! Nearly black it was.” 

By this time Franz was the center of everyone’s eyes as 
the family assembled in the kitchen. The little boy seemed 
vastly pleased with himself. | 

“Will the tulip bulb make him sick?” Willem asked. 

Oom Dirk shook his head. “No. All the best tulip bulbs 
in Holland were fed to the children j in wartimes. ‘They kepi 
the little ones from starving.” 

“But this one was far from starving,” Grootje wailed. 
“My best bulb yet, the purple one.” 

“Don’t take on so, Mother,” Oom Dirk said comfortingly. 
“Tll bring you a better tulip bulb from Amsterdam. Now 
you all go back to the little donkey in the winter room. 
Pll take Franzi a ride on Saint Nicholas’ white horse.” He 
picked up the delighted culprit as the rest of them returned 
to the winter room where Braambezie was munching warm 
sweet oats. 

“If Braambezie was a cat, like Katzie, she would purr,” 
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Gretchen said, laughing. Everyone joined in the laughter 
but Grootje. The grandmother's usual rosy and smiling 
face had an expression of woe written on it. 

“Why does Grootje make such a to-do over one little tulip 
bulb?” Gretchen asked as her grandmother went over to 
talk to Hendrik. 

Willem shook his head. “Don't you know? Grootje, 
like every lady in Holland, has been trying to raise a black 
tulip, a thing that has never been done.” 

“Ja? His sister nodded. 
- “Well, then, every year Grootje raises a purple tulip that 
always takes a prize at the flower fest in Amsterdam.” 

“a. 


“And each year the purple tulip is a little darker in color 
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than the one she raised the year before. So Grootje keeps 


hoping, as all tulip growers keep hoping when they put their 
prize bulbs away, that maybe next spring she will have a 
black tulip at last.” 

“But——” Gretchen started to ask a question, then 
stopped. “Ach, Franzi ate the purple tulip bulb then! The 
one that Grootje hoped might grow a black tulip this year ! 
Ate it for an onion! No wonder poor Grootje was upset.” 

But poor Grootje evidently did not remain upset, for 
when they all entered the pleasant big room with its shelves 
full of blue-and-white china, the little grandmother was the 
first to laugh at Oom Dirk bouncing Franz on his foot 
and singing: 


“Here comes Saint Nick a-riding, 
A-riding, a-riding. 

Here comes Saint Nick a-riding. 

Ransom, tansom, tiddy boatee.” 


While the bouncing little boy screamed with laughter, 
his uncle tossed him in the air, then caught him on his 
foot again. 

When St. Nicholas’ bouncing ride was finished and 
Grootje’s delicious supper cleared away, the small rider was 
put to bed by Gretchen in his little cradle. This had been 
removed from his mother’s room and placed against the 
wall at the foot of Grootje’s alcove bed with the flowered 
curtains. 

- The autumn night was growing chill. On the hearth in 
front of the glowing fire Boombast and Katzie slept peace- 
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fully. Both the black-and-white cat and the big black-and- 
white dog liked to be let out to roam the flat meadows at 
night, so they took a long nap on the hearth as soon as the 
evening meal was finished. 

Now as the rising wind rattled at the od 
Willem spoke to his uncle. “Oom Dirk, do you feel like 
a vertelling? Do you feel like telling us a story about the 
scar” 

Oom Dirk sat for a moment thinking, the tips of his 
fingers pressed together. “I think you’ve heard all my 
stories of the sea many times,” he said. | 

“Well, tell us about some of the people you have seen in 
faraway places,” Grootje suggested, looking up from her 
knitting. “Remember, the children have never been any 
farther than Amsterdam. They have never been out of 
the Waterlands.” 

“Tell us an adventure story,” Willem said. “Adventure 
and danger. Tell us about some rescues at sea.” 

Oom Dirk lighted his long clay pipe. For a moment he ~ 
seemed lost in thought. “Neen, Willem, not that sort of 
story, not tonight.” Without another word he went into 
his room and closed the door behind him. 

“What in the world did 1 say that was wrong?” Willem 
asked, staring at his uncle's closed door in amazement. 

“Nothing, nothing. Not a word that you should not 
have said. It is only—only——” 

“Ja, Grootje?” 

“Only taat Oom Dirk has been acting strangely lately. 

He is- 
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But whatever Grootje was about to say, she changed her 
mind and resumed her knitting. | 

Willem turned to Gretchen then, as his sister’s skillful 
fingers worked over her knitting needles. He wanted to 
talk about something pleasant, and there was nothing to 
Willem’s mind half so pleasant as talking about the little 
donkey, safe and warm and comfortable in the winter room. ~ 

“It is a nice thing,” he said, “to have Braambezie home 
right under the same roof with us. I can hardly wait until 
we go skimming down the canal in the painted sleigh, with 
the bells on the little Blackberry’s collar jingling.” 
© “I wonder at you.” Gretchen dropped her knitting in her 
lap. “What is all this chitchat about jingling? What is there — 
to jingle?” 

“Why, Braambezie’s collar with the many bells—what 
else? The coral and turquoise collar, with the little tufts of 
wool and the silver bells!” her brother explained. _ 

“Oh, what are you talking about? Braambezie has no 
collar on, and you know it.” 

“No collar? Why, she had one on at the horse market. 
she had one on when I first saw her being led across the 
market place at Edam by the man in the white turban. How 
could I have forgotten the pretty collar with the silver bells, 
I wonder.” 

Grootje looked up and smiled. “A perfectly natural mis- 
take, my little one. You knew the donkey’s life was at stake 
when you found her in Fazel’s cart. One does not think of 
trivial things when faced with serious situations. Besides, I 
myself put a shawl around the little Braambezie as soon as 
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you brought her home. The shawl was pinned beneath her 
chin, you remember.” 

“Ja, and then on top of that Hendrik told me Braambezie 
was sick, which frightened me. All I thought of was 
whether she was going to get well or not,” Willem said. 

“And don't forget the to-do over Franzi and the black 
tulip bulb,” said Grootje, smiling. “I made such a hubbub 
over that, one could forget the collar if it had been set with 
the queen’s jewels.” 

“Yes,” Willem said, laughing, “as long as Braambezie is 
warm and well fed, as long as she is out of danger and home 
at last, what makes it any difference about a collar? What 
makes it any difference?” 


O 


First Snowfall 


“THATs a nice thing, the way Braambezie gets 
stronger every day,” Willem said to Pieter after the little 
donkey had been in the cows’ winter room for several weeks. 

“Ja, Hendrik is a good doctor, I bet you. He knows more 
about horses and cows and all such creatures than anyone in 
Klokdorp. [I’ve heard Klaas say that,” Pieter replied. A 
wistful look came into his eyes now, and Willem knew what 
was on his friend’s mind. 

Every day after school Willem stopped at the houseboat on 
his way home. Every day Pieter asked the same question. 
“She is well now, the little Blackberry?” 

“Yes, Hendrik says she is well. As soon as the snow comes 
we can hitch her to the sleigh. The first Saturday, then, you 
and I will go to Edam to see the steamboats.” 

Then came the other question. “How long will it be, 
Willem? How long will it be before the snow comes?” 

But when the snow would come, Willem Hoorn could 
not say. The weather had been unusually bad. It was 


sharply cold, and fierce storms raged over the countryside. 
117 | 
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Waters of the Zuider Zee lashed against the dikes as if 
determined to destroy them. 

There was the age-old fear of flood as the angry waves 
clutched and tore at the shore. Holland seemed once again 
fated to do battle with her ancient enemy, the sea. 

In Klokdorp the dikes were holding, but one night the 
villagers were awakened by the bells in the tower sounding 
the alarm to man the dikes. This meant that every able- 
bodied man and boy in the village was needed. 

Oom Dirk was home that night. He and Willem hurried 
into their clothes and went to the dike as fast as they could 
go. Only a small place had broken through, and it was soon 
mended. This time the angry water did not get through to 
flood the farmland and polders, to pour salt water into the 
pastures and drown the cattle. Once more the villages of 
the Waterlands were saved. 

All through the long, terrifying night Willem had worked 
beside Oom Dirk and the farmers and fishermen from 
surrounding villages. They patrolled the dikes, looking for 
the smallest sign of a break through that could become a 
flood. 

Finally the singing tower announced that the dike had 
held, the danger of flood was over. Everyone breathed 
more easily. 

But in spite of this, the weather remained bleak and 
dreary. The children could not skate to school. The canals 
were not frozen. The snow did not come. 

No one wanted white winter to set in more than Willem 
Hoorn. Each day turned into a disappointment. Every day 
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he took the little donkey out for exercise, but he had no ve- 


hicle except the yellow painted sleigh. So, in spite of the fact 
that Hendrik had said Braambezie could make the much- 
talked-of trip to Edam any day, the snow did not come and 
the canal did not freeze, and Willem’s answer to Pieter”s 
question was always the same: “Who knows?” He would 
turn his head to keep from seeing the bitter disappointment 
in his friend’s eyes. 

And then one fine morning Willem was awakened by a 
loud and insistent knocking on his bedroom door. “Willem, 
Willem, wake up!” Gretchen’s voice was filled with excite- 
ment. 

Willem burrowed deeper under the covers. “Go away,” 
he said. “Quit thumping on my door.” 

“But, Willem, look out the window.” 

“Name one good reason why 1 should do such a thing.” 

“It’s snowing!” Gretchen cried. “And the canal is frozen. 
The butcher told Grootje he drove all the way from Amster- 
dam in a sleigh. Get up and look at the snow.” 

But Willem needed no further urging. In one bound he 
was out of bed. He thrust back the lace curtains and looked 
out the window at the whirling snowstorm. It seemed as 
though the whole countryside had come alive in this magic. 

Windmills were turning briskly behind a veil of white. 
The canal was alive with skaters. Marketwomen glided by, 
their wares in baskets atop their heads, skating to distant 
villages down the canal. They had discarded their klompen 
for the time being. Their feet were shod in leather shoes to 
which were strapped shining skates with curlicue toes. 


120 THE SECRET OF THE SINGING TOWER | 


Willem thought he could never dress quickly enough to 
get Braambezie harnessed to the yellow sleigh. This had 
been scrubbed and polished for weeks in anticipation of the 
first snow. 


He had told Pieter long ago to be ready for him by eight 
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o'clock on the very first day traffic on the canal was possible. 


He knew his friend would be expecting him. Pieter had 
watched the water eagerly day after day from the windows 
of the houseboat. 

“Stormweder. This is the kind of stormweder that is nice, 
eh?” Grootje said as he came into the kitchen. 

“Ja. At last I can hitch Braambezie to the sleigh and take 
Gretchen and Hansi to Volendam. They can take their 
skates, and when I pick Piet up they can stay out on the 
- canal and skate yet. There is not enough room in the sleigh 
for everybody at once. Oh, I’m so be-addled I can’t eat! To 
think this should be Saturday and no school!” 

But Willem underestimated Grootje’s good cooking. He 
did very well with the sizzling sausages and large crisp pan- 
cakes with jam and the chocolate she set before him. 

“You made a good breakfast, Grootje,” he said when he 
had polished off the last of it. “Now I will go and hitch 
Braambezie to the sleigh. Then you will see something. I 
wish we could have bells on the harness, but you can’t have 
everything maybe.” 

Willem opened the door that led to the winter room, and 
stopped in honest amazement. In the middle of the floor, 
between the stalls of placid black-and-white cows calmly 
chewing their breakfast, stood the most beautiful sight he 
had ever seen in all the eleven years of his life. “Braambezie! 
That little Blackberry! Hitched and ready to go! Anda 
little bell on the harness! Where did that come from? I 
wonder at it.” 
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Gretchen and Hansi stepped from behind one of the 
whitewashed stalls where they had hidden to watch their 
brother’s surprise. “I guess Saint Nicholas left that for you, - 
too,” Gretchen said, giggling into her little round black 
muff. | 

“What stories some people do tell!” Willem said. “Where 
did that little blue bell on the harness come from truly?” 

“It's the bell Grootje bought from the man in the white 
turban,” Gretchen explained as he examined the enameled 
bell. “She saved it until you could see Braambezie hitched 
to the sleigh.” 

“She surely did surprise me. Now hop in the sleigh, you 
and Hansi. Have you got your skates? It’s too early for 
Franzi. He is still snoozing.” | 2 

“Ja, they are in the sleigh, the skates,” Gretchen said, giv- 
ing Hansi a boost and climbing in the sleigh behind him. 

Willem got in and took the reins in his hand as the big 
door slid open and Hendrik came through it, with a little 
charcoal foot warmer in his hand. “Tuck this under the 
blanket. It’s good for the feet yet,” Hendrik said dourly. 

Willem leaned forward. “Thank you, thank you, Hen- 
drik, for the foot warmer. And I know who hitched Braam- 
bezie. Thank you for that, too.” | 

“No matter, no matter,” the old herdsman said, clumping 
away. “The foot warmer belonged to your grandfather. 1 
just cleaned it up and put the charcoal in it.” 

As the little sleigh glided out of the winter room and 
made its way toward the dike, Willem was sure this was the 
proudest and happiest moment he would ever know. 
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At last they were on the smooth canal. The little donkey’s 


hoofs went clippety-clop on the ice as the wind made the 
snowflakes dance around them. 

Pieter’s nose was pressed flat against the window when 
they passed the houseboat on the way to Volendam. Willem 
had told him he would take his twin sister and his little 
brother for a short ride first, then return for him. 

Fishermen’s wives ran to their windows and looked into 
their little mirrors to see what was going on as the tinkling 
sleigh went by. “Ach! Those Hoorns! A donkey yet! 
What next?” they exclaimed, and this time they did not let 
the lace curtains fall back into place. They waited until the 
yellow sleigh, with its apple-cheeked children and tiny black 
donkey, turned around at the edge of the village and went 
gliding down the canal toward the houseboat. 

Klaas had wheeled Pieter’s chair out onto the near-by ice 
when he heard the sleigh coming back. Pieter was waving 
excitedly with both red-mittened hands as Willem drew the 
little donkey to a halt beside him. 

“Klaas and I will help you in,” Willem said. 

Gretchen and Hansi scrambled out and began fastening 
their skates to their shoes. 

Between the old fisherman and the proud owner of the 
donkey, Pieter was settled comfortably in the sleigh, his feet 
resting on the charcoal foot warmer. 

“All aboard for Edam!” Willem cried, clucking to 
Braambezie, who Fee off ata genie trot. “Here we go, 
then, just the two of us.’ 

On this point Willem could not have been more mistaken. 
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“Listen to that,” he said suddenly. “Who let that one out? 
I thought he was shut up in the winter room with the cows. 
Here he comes, barking nineteen to the dozen.” 

Boombast, his tail flying, his tongue out, was coming 
toward them as fast as his legs could carry him. The air 
resounded with joyous barks. | 

After he had arrived abreast of the donkey, Boombast 
began running underneath her. Back and forth he ran, 
yelping happily at the discovery of a new game. 

“What a thing to do!” Willem exclaimed. “Such antics, 
such goings-on! We'll never get to Edam unless we take 
Boombast up in the sleigh with us. I said he’d never ride in 
the sleigh, but look once.” He pulled on the rein. “Come 
on, weetniet!” And Boombast hurled himself into it, land- 
ing squarely between them. 
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“First he rides the boat, now the sleigh,” Willem said as 


Boombast, sitting upright between them, attempted to lick 
his master’s face with an extremely moist red tongue. “I 
try to teach him to pull the boat. Neen, he falls into the 
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canal. Because he is tied to the boat with a rope I have to 
jump in after him yet. So he rides in the boat, or I go in 
swimming in the canal with my clothes on. A few times like 
that and you are glad enough to let him ride. Other dogs 
pull the boats, but not Boombast.” 

He sighed and grinned. “Hansi hitches him to the blue 
milk cart, and he takes off across the meadows and chases 
after a cat, rattling the milk cans and banging them around 
until Hansi is more than likely to end up with butter than 
with milk for the housewives of Volendam. 

“T go fishing,” Willem continued, “and he runs up and 
down the boat barking. You yourself know how many fish 
I catch with such a thing as that going on. And now this, 
running back and forth underneath Braambezie, nearly 
throwing the little donkey off her feet. Don’t tell me about 
that one. I know his tricks. He fixes things only for Boom- 
bast. It remembers me that I told him when Braambezie 
came that he wouldn’t get a ride. Now look at him.” 

Both boys shouted with laughter, and the guilty Boom- 
bast, not too sure of his welcome, rolled his eyes morosely 
from one to the other and fluttered his bushy tail ever so 
slightly, trying to justify his conduct by his winning and 
appealing ways. 

“But he’s a pretty good dog after all,” Willem said, giving 
him an affectionate pat on the back. Boombast immediately 
settled down, stretching out comfortably to full length, 
crowding his human companions to a much less comfort- 
able position against the arms of the sleigh. 

“You see, I told you. Give him a meter and he takes a 
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kilometer. He believes apple tarts grow on the roof, and for 


Boombast only.” 
“But I think nothing of it, Willem,” Pieter said. “I like 
it this way. It’s a nice thing to have Boombast with us.” 
“Yes, who cares?” Willem said, cracking the long whip 
above the donkey’s head but never thinking of touching 
Braambezie with it. | 


They skimmed down the canal to the tinkle of Grootje's 
small bell, and the clop-clop-clop of the little Blackberry’s 
dainty hoofs, music enough for anyone. ies 

“There’s a whole regiment of snowflakes dancing around 
us, Willem,” Pieter said, settling down to the enjoyment of 
the trip. 

“Ja, Piet, the white bees are swarming. Your eyelashes are 
white with snow.” 

Pieter brushed a mittened hand across his face and 


laughed aloud. “Who cares if Boombast takes up all the 
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room? What makes it any difference? We are on our way 
to Edam,” Pieter reminded him. 

“On our way to Edam to see the big stoombooten on the 
Zuider Zee!” Willem waved a red-mittened hand to a 
marketwoman with a basket on her head, who waved back 
and went skating down the canal in the fairy-tale wonder- 
land of whirling snowflakes. 


J 
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When the great day was over and Willem brought 
back a very tired but happy Pieter from a whole day in 
Edam, he made his friend a promise. “Every day after 
school, Piet, we will take a ride, and then we will stop by the 
bridge and 1 will skate a little, maybe.” 

The promise was faithfully kept, and Pieter began to 
look like a different boy. His eyes sparkled, and his cheeks 
filled out like rosy apples. If there was just some way I 
could get him on his feet so he could go to school again, 
skate and play like the rest of us! Willem thought as he 

looked at his friend. Oh, what wouldn't 1 give to have such 
a thing happen! 

This afternoon when school was out the yellow sleigh 
- made its usual circuit through Klokdorp, past the bell tower, 
to Volendam and back to Klokdorp. Here it stopped at the 
bonfire beside the small arched bridge that spanned the 


canal. 
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Willem tucked the robe around Pieter and put a warm 
blanket over Braambezie. He donned his skates and joined 
Gretchen who was motioning to him. 

Then without warning the air was filled with music, 


music that was slightly wheezy, to be sure, but unmistakably 
a waltz. As if by magic the canal was filled with couples 
waltzing with crossed hands, waltzing on skates to the 
music of Klaas Blinker’s barrel organ as he stood, with the 
snowflakes flying down on him, playing an old-fashioned 
tune. 


When the waltz was over, Willem and Gretchen came 
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over to Klaas who stood beside the sleigh. “That's a nice 
thing,” Willem said. “Today we had a little ice kermis all 


our own.” 

“Ja, 1 guess I do this every day,” Klaas said, beaming with 
pleasure. “I do it every day when the stormweder is not too 
bad for my bones.” 

“This day’s doings,’ Willem announced, “calls for a 
cele Ach! Ach! Red sails of the Zuider Zee! Look 
what’s coming down the canal!” 

All eyes turned in the direction of his pointing finger. 
Boombast was hitched to Franzi’s little sled, and Franzi was 
riding on it with Hansi skating behind. 

“Pm afraid to look. Wait till Boombast sees us. There is 
an accident going some place to happen, or my name is not 
Willem Hoorn. Aye! I told you!” 

Boombast had made a delighted dash toward his master, 
forgetting entirely his responsibility as sled dog. 

“Hang on, Franzi, Pm coming!” Willem shouted. He 
speeded toward the oncoming sled. His little brother was 
bouncing up and down like a storm-tossed boat. 
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“Well, I made it, praise be!” Willem plucked the fright- 
ened little boy from the sled and set him down on his 
chubby feet. A second later the sled turned completely up- 
side down as Boombast came to a sudden halt. 

“Hansi, does Grootje know you hitched Boombast to 
Franzi’s sled?” Willem said reprovingly. 

“Neen, I thought it up myself.” 

“T guess you did. You should know how Boombast acts. 
Such a business!” 

“I just forgot.” 

“Foei! That I know. Well, for sure this day’s doings call 
for a celebration now,” Willem said. “There's hot choco- 
late under the bridge.” 

“Wait. PIL help you.” Gretchen, ever mindful of her 
duties as a good Netherlander housewife, rose and followed 
her brother. 

Beneath the tiny arched bridge stood a blue porcelain 
stove. Here steamed large kettles of chocolate and coffee. 
Little cakes and cookies were spread out for the buyers’ 
temptation. Large platters bore smoked eels, small sausages 
and spiced shrimp. In the oven crisp rusks were browning, 
and when baked were spread with creamy whipped sweet 
butter. A feast indeed for a winter day! 

On red trays Willem and Gretchen carefully carried 
cups filled with fragrant chocolate topped with whipped 
cream. They made trip after trip to the bridge until every- 
one in the little party was served. Then Willem went back 
alone and returned with a heaping plate of cookies, a red 
apple and a smoked eel. | 
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“All this fills me with wonderment,” Pieter said, his eyes 
as sparkling as the bright winter day. “But who is the 
apple for, and the eel?” 

“Such a question, Piet!” Gretchen answered. ‘ “The apple 
is for Braambezie. The smoked eel is for Boombast, who 
doesn't deserve it after running away with Franzi’s sled. 


But Willem wouldn’t leave him out of the party. Tarts do 
really grow on the roof for that one.” 

“Ja, Boombast is Boombast,” Willem said. “It remem- 
bers me he’s a pretty good dog sometimes.” 

“When? Name one time yet,” Gretchen said. 

“When he’s asleep maybe,” Willem said in answer to her 
question. 
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The afternoon was drawing on now. As the little party 


prepared to leave, Klaas cast an experienced weather eye at 
the sky. “Tomorrow is no day for Pieter to go out, Willem. 
Safe and warm he stays in the houseboat. If my old bones 
are not hurting, I may come out a little with the barrel organ, 
but tomorrow—ach as is going to be colder weder. Ja, 
best for Piet to stay in.’ 

The old fisherman proved a good sul The next 
morning it was sharply cold. 

Willem had promised Gretchen he would go skating 
with her early. And early it was when she knocked on his 
door. “Get up, we are all ready, sleepyhead!” 

“Who are we?” 

“Hansi and Franzi and I. Who else?” 

Willem came into the pleasant warm kitchen. Above the 
geraniums Pinkelspoodle, the canary, twittered and war- 
bled with the joy of living. 

Gretchen looked for all the world like a pink-cheeked 
Dutch doll in her blue wool skirt, her red jacket and her 
knitted hood. She carried her small black muff, and on her 
feet she wore blue kid skating shoes that matched the color 
of her hood. Beneath her wide skirt peeped a band of red. 
This was her knitted underskirt, or onderrok, made a little 
longer than the top skirt for the pretty color effect. 

Hansi’s black cap was pulled over his ears, and a wool 
scarf was wrapped to his buttonlike nose above his warm 
coat. He held Franzi by a red-mittened hand. As for the 
smallest one himself, he was bundled in layer on layer of 
wool and very much resembled a lumpy sack of potatoes. 
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Willem put on his coat and seized a rusk and a large piece 
of cheese from the table. 

“What! No chocolate?” Grootje exclaimed. “Not just a 
little bit? I kept it hot for you.” 

“No, thank you. Pll get some out at the bridge. I just 
can’t wait to get out there on the ice.” Willem put on his 
black cap, slung his skates over his shoulder and followed 
Gretchen and the two little boys out the door. 

Grootje sat for a moment, then rose to place a saucer 
of warm milk on the floor for Katzi. “I wonder at them,” 
she said, chuckling. “Willem, a sleepyhead, but the best 
boy a Grootje ever had. Hansi, a teller of tall tales, but 
harmless ones. Franzi, oh, a good little boy yet, even if he 
eats my purple tulip bulb for an onion! And Gretchen— 
that one is my right hand in the house.” 

“Even if she is the biggest chatterbox in Klokdorp, eh, 
Mother?” Oom Dirk had come up behind and put his arm 
around her. 

“Ja, every one of them,” Grootje said, smiling, “and 
Willem especially. Willem is a good boy, Dirk.” 

“He'll have to be the head of the family maybe for a little 
while,” Oom Dirk said, looking out on the canal. It seemed - 
to have come to life with skaters in bright-colored costumes. 
In spite of the rapidly mounting snowstorm it was a fine day 
for skating. The wind that made the snow dance also 
cleared the ice. 

“What do you mean, Dirk?” ” Grootje looked at her son 
anxiously. 

“Pl tell you later, Mother. Willem is coming up the lane 
again.” 
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But Willem did not go into the house immediately as his 


uncle expected him to do. In his haste he had forgotten 
Braambezie's breakfast. As soon as he thought of it he left 
the ice. On his way up the walk something caught his atten- 
tion which made him pause and stare at the snow-covered 
ground. 

Faint footprints led from the dike to the back of the house. 
They stopped at the entrance to the winter room. | 

Willem studied the prints with interest. They must have 
been made in the night, he thought. The footprints were 
rapidly disappearing beneath the rapidly falling snow. Who 
would be walking around here? 

He opened the back door and went into the warm kitchen 
where Grootje and Oom Dirk were talking earnestly. With 
Willem’s arrival the subject was changed at once. Grootje's 
face wore a deeply worried expression. Her eyes followed 
the tall figure of her son as he rose and went into his room, 
closing the door firmly behind, which seemed to indicate 
that he did not wish to be disturbed. 

Willem looked at his grandmother in surprise. She shook 
her head. “Dirk is not like himself since the day the post- 
man brought a letter to him.” 

“A letter? From whom?” 

“That I don’t know. The postman brought the mail and 
gave it to Boombast, like always, to bring into the house. 
Well, Oom Dirk got his letter and he has never been like 
himself since. So—so quietlike. And now he tells me he is 
going to sea.” 

“To sea? In this stormweder, Grootje?” — 

“Ja, he says he must. Why, I don’t know.” 
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Willem was amazed at this announcement. In the late 
autumn and early winter the sea was violent and treacher- 
ous. Even the most seasoned fishermen hesitated to brave 
its dangers. | 

What could it mean—Oom Dirk’s strange conduct? 
Willem’s good-natured young uncle was not behaving like 
himself at all. Suddenly the whole pleasant farmhouse 
seemed to be weighted with an air of uncertainty and doubt, 
as if something mysterious hung in the air. 

Mystery! Those footprints! A sudden thought had come 
to Willem. Those footprints out there in the snow—they led 
to the door of the cows’ winter room. They were not made 
by klompen! They were made by someone who did not 
wear wooden shoes or leather skating shoes. They were 
long and narrow and pointed at the toes! 

“Braambezie! Braambezie may be in danger!” Willem 
rushed to the winter room. There stood the little donkey as 
snug as could be. 

Willem could not believe his eyes. The little black donkey 
was wearing her collar, the collar of coral and turquoise and 
the five little silver bells. 

He touched the collar to convince himself that it was real. 
Something fluttered to the floor—a paper, a little note. 

He opened the paper. And there again was the mysteri- 
ous drawing of five flies. 

Willem gave the little donkey her breakfast in a sort of 
daze. “The five flies, the five flies again! What does it 
- mean? Such a thing!” _ 

As he left the winter room Willem decided to say nothing 
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about the paper that accompanied the collar. Grootje had 


enough worries with Oom Dirk’s determination to go to sea. 
He could not add to them. 

So he planned his course of action ahead of time. He hid 
the note in his room. He walked into the kitchen and an- 
nounced to the family assembled there, “I just found 
Braambezie’s collar with the silver bells.” 

“You—you—found it? Where?” Gretchen, who had 
just come in from skating, eyed her twin brother suspi- 
ciously. “This is /7flaf. You're fooling.” 

“T found it on her neck,” Willem said, “and I’m not fool- 
ing.” 

“What a thing! Grootje, do you believe this? He just 
walked in and found the collar, like that?” Gretchen made 
an unsuccessful attempt to snap her fingers. — 

“Ja, that is what I said,” Willem replied, and looked at 
Grootje to see if she realized he was telling only half the 
story. But his grandmother was not even listening. She 
was standing at the window, her back turned, looking 
toward Volendam, out where the tall masts of the fishing 
boats were silhouetted against the sky. 

Fortunately for Willem, Betje, the gray goose, set up a 
squawking turmoil in the henhouse at that moment. 
Gretchen rushed out to investigate, so no more questions 
were asked about the mysterious appearance of Braam- 
bezie’s collar. 

When Gretchen had gone, Grootje turned from the win- 
dow and sat down, her hands for once idle in her lap. 

“Ts anything wrong?” Willem asked, going over to her 
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chair. He was surprised and a little frightened to see a 
solemn expression on his grandmother’s usually smiling 
face. | 

Grootje laid her hand on his head and smoothed his 
hair. “Willem,” she said, “I wish I could ask you to make 
me a promise.” 

“A promise? Why not?” 

“Ah, why not? If the sea calls to a man, he must follow it.” 
The little grandmother shook her head. “A man is born 
with the sea in his heart, Willem.” She looked anxiously 
into her grandson’s face. “Is the sea in your heart, my little 
one? Are you going to be a fisherman when you grow up?” 

“Neen. Only the other day I told Hendrik he was making 
a farmer out of me. When I was a very little boy I used to 
think I would like to be a fisherman. Not now! I love the 
black-and-white cows and the windmills and the meadows. 
I like the making of the many cheeses and taking them to 
the market on my boat. No, I’m not going to bea fisherman. 
Is that what you want me to promise, Grootje?” 

“That was what I had in mind, Willem. You have made 
me happy.” His grandmother stroked his hair, and Willem 
saw she had tears in her eyes. 

“Why ... why did you ask me this, mene Is anything 
the matter?” 

“Ja, Willem. I have to tell you—I have to. Oom Dirk is 
going out to sea tonight. I—I don’t know what has got into 
my son. I don’t understand him any more.” For a moment 
Grootje held her handkerchief to her eyes, but when she took 
it away she was smiling and the tears were gone. 
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“Well, then, let us not talk about it any more today. Oom 


Dirk has gone into the village, and when he comes back we 
will not let him know that his mother has been worried, eh? 
You promise?” 

“I promise, and I understand. et my father had not 
been lost at sea, you would not feel this way about Oom Dirk. 
I understand, Grootje, and I promise not to let my uncle 
know you have been crying.” 

“You are a good boy, Willem. My children are all good. 
I have had many blessings.” Grootje straightened her tall 
cap and fluffed up the bow of her best apron. “Well, then, 
Oom Dirk will be back soon and I should get a bite of lunch 
now.” And the little grandmother rose, just as the clatter of 
Oom Dirk’s klompen sounded on the doorstep. 


In the evening, when the two of them sat by the fire, Oom 
Dirk asked Willem, “Did Grootje tell you I was going to 
sea tonight?” 

“Aye, she told me. But why, Oom Dirk, are > you going at 
this time of year?” 

“Come into my room, Willem, for a little while,” his 
uncle said. “I want to talk to you.” 

He did as his uncle bade. They left Grootje and Gretchen 
finishing the dishes while Hansi and Franzi tried to play 
with their little rubber balls as Willem and Pieter did. 

- For a little while after he closed the door, Oom Dirk 
- walked up and down the floor and smoked in silence. Then 
he knocked the ashes from his pipe and spoke. “Willem, 
there is a reason why I am going to sea tonight, a reason I 
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can’t tell you or even my mother. It isa thing I must do. It 
may be some time before you hear from me.” 

“You will not be back with the fleet next Saturday night 
even?” 

“T will not be back with the fleet. The fleet is not going.” 

“The fleet not going?” Why are you going then?” 
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“That I cannot tell you. Only have faith in me and be the 


man of the family till I return. For I shall return, Willem, 
no matter what anyone says. Remember this: I am doing 
the right thing, the thing I must do. Take my word for it: I 
will be back.” 

Willem nodded. “Of course I have faith in you, Oom 
Dirk, and I know you will be back.” 

“We shake hands then?” 

“Ja, we clasp hands like at the cheese market,” Willem 
said, rising to his feet. 

“Now we must go into the other room,” his uncle said, 
opening the door. Grootje and Gretchen and Hansi and 
Franz waited, bundled to’ their noses, their skates over 
their shoulders, ready for the trip to Volendam where Oom 
Dirk’s boat was waiting. 

Oom Dirk skated a little ahead of hn when they 
started down the canal, pulling Franz on his sled. The 
night was pitch-black, moonless. The ice on the canal was 
like glass. Many times the family had gone out on the ice 
at night. Those were joyous occasions. There had been no 
underlying thought of danger then, the danger that lies in 
wait for those who brave the treacherous sea in the storm 
season. 

At last they came to the fishing village of Volendam. 
Here the big boats loomed at the dock, black hulls with 
shadowy ghostlike nets strung above them. 

All the tiny houses had lights in them. It was always so on 
nights when the fleet went out, but tonight it was not going 
out. Women stood beside their stalwart husbands on the 
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dock, clasping their children close to them, drawing their 
shawls close in the biting wind. 

All this was for Oom Dirk, who was braving the sea 
alone. Why, no one knew. They came, these fisherfolk, to 
wish him a safe journey. 

-Grootje drew her own brood close to her as Oom Dirk 
bade them good-by. She did not question her tall son’s judg- 
ment. She shed no tears as he boarded the boat, the big 
boat that was setting out in a winter storm, a fishing boat 
that carried no nets aboard. | 

Handkerchiefs fluttered in the hands of the women and 
children waiting on the dock as the boat got under way. 
Sturdy men of the sea gazed after it in silence. 

“Don’t watch him out of sight,” Grootje said, marshaling 
her flock when they had buckled on their skates. “Don’t 
look again at the sea.” 

No one turned his head to look. Soon they were skim- 
ming down the canal past Klaas Blinker’s houseboat. A 
light twinkled from the window and a dark figure stood on 
the deck alone. 

“Why is Klaas out on the deck, 1 wonder?” 

Grootje turned to Willem in surprise. “Maybe Pieter is 
sick,” she said. “Maybe you'd best skate over, Willem, and 
see if we can do something.” 

Willem glided across the canal as the others waited, and 
grasped the edge of the small rowboat tied in front of the 
houseboat. “Klaas!” he called, trying to make his voice 
heard above the night wind. “Klaas!” He made a cup of 
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his red-mittened hands, and the old man turned in surprise 


at the sound of a voice so close. 


“Who is it?” 
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“Willem. It’s Willem Hoorn.” 

“Ach, you gave me a turn!” said the old man, hobbling 
toward the front of the boat. “Are you coming on board, 
Willem?” 

“Neen. Grootje and all of us came up to see Oom Dirk 
off tonight.” 

“Oom Dirk—ya, I know.” | | 

“Well, Grootje thought perhaps Pieter was sick.” 

“No, Pieter is snug in bed. Why should the grandmother 
think he was sick? I wonder at it.” 

“She wondered at you, standing out here after midnight 
in the cold wind. She thought something was wrong 
maybe.” 

“Nothing is wrong. 1 was just standing out here looking 
at the moon.” 

It was on the tip of Willem’s tongue to tell the old fisher- 
man that there was no sign of the moon, not even a star in 
sight this black, windy night. Then he thought it best not 
to mention the matter and turned to go. - 

“Well, good night, Klaas, and may you walk with God!” 
he said instead. 

“Good night, Willem, and may God walk with ... with 
. . . each and every one of you these coming days!” the old 
man said solemnly, as he clutched the railing of the boat in 
the rising wind. 

Willem turned and skated back to the place where 
Grootje and her little brood stood shivering in the cold. 
“Nothing is wrong on the houseboat. He is all right. Pieter 
is all right,” he said, pulling Franz’s sled as they skated 
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down the canal toward him. “But I... wonder at...” 

“You said something, Willem?” Grootje asked. 

“Neen. I just—oh, nothing that matters.” Willem 
thought it best not to tell the little grandmother what the old 
man had said so earnestly: “Good night, and may God 
walk with each and every one of you these coming days!” 
What had he meant by that? 

They were almost to the deserted silversmith’s house 
before Willem looked back. The old man was still on the 
deck of the houseboat, a grim and silent figure, staring into 
the treacherous darkness of the angry sea. 
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“A FINE THING,” Willem fumed, “a fine thing! I 
promise Oom Dirk I will be the man of the house while he 
is away, and what happens? I get the mumps yet.” 

Grootje looked up from her knitting and smiled. “I 
wonder at you, Willem. I wonder why you waited until 
Gretchen and Hansi and Franzi were over the mumps 
before you came down with them. Why didn’t you have 
them so you could all stay in the house at once?” — | 

“Ja, they are all well and can go skating, while I have to 
stay cooped up with nothing to do.” 

Willem kicked impatiently at an innocent table leg. “One 
week I have been in this house.” He went to the window 
beneath the warbling Pikelspoodle’s cage and peered out 
over the pots of red and pink geraniums. 

“Such a thing!” In the busybody looking glass outside 
the window he could see the glittering canal. Everybody in 
the world seemed to be on skates today but Willem Hoorn. 


Marketwomen glided by as usual on their way to the next 
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village, their wares atop their woolen hoods. Klaas was 


there with the barrel organ, and all of Willem’s schoolmates 
were skating to the music, for this, of all days, was Saturday. 

With jingling bells the butcher’s sled went up the canal 
on its way to Amsterdam. The whole white world outside 
was moving with happy and colorful activity in which he 
had no part. 

“Even my own twin sister!” he Fae catching a 
fleeting glimpse of Gretchen, who stood out from the other 
girls because of her bright-blue hood and round little muff. 
“And Hansi, pulling Franzi on the sled, and Boombast yet, 
my own dog, mind you. He’s out there, too, getting in every- 
body’s way. Couldn’t I just go out a a little while, 
Grootje?” 

His grandmother shook her head. “You have a little cold 
in the chest as well as mumps. For that reason you stay in 
another day. You trust me, don't you, Willem?” 

“Trust you? Why Grootje, what a thing to say!” He 
looked at her in amazement. He could not imagine a wiser 
or lovelier face, or one more trustworthy. 

“Tt is not so strange as you think. I hope you trust me 
enough to know that nothing but your own good would 
make me keep you off the ice today. Ah, the ice—I love it 
too!” Grootje tapped her forehead and smiled. “A cold in 
the head is a cold in the head. But a cold here, and with 
mumps yet—” she thumped his chest lightly—‘“‘means stay 
in the house with an onion poultice. You see what I mean? 
Tomorrow, maybe, we are meeting eye to eye on your going 
out to skate.” 
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Willem sighed. “Yes, but tomorrow is so far away. What 
am I going to do today?” 

“Why not take a nap like Katzi? You don’t see her out 
cutting didos on the ice, do you?” 
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In spite of his doleful state of mind, Willem hiel to el 


at the idea of the dignified black-and-white cat cutting didos 
on the ice or any place else. 

“But I’m not sleepy, and I don't know what to do.” 

“Even Braambezie’s asleep,” Grootje said. “I looked in 
at her a little while back. She and all the cows are sleeping. 
It’s good to doze away a winter afternoon.” 

“Tm not sleepy. Who wants to sleep when the ice is like 
glass? And I hate this onion poultice on my chest. It itches 
and itches and itches.” 

“Good! A good sign! Maybe tomorrow uyot won't have 
to bother with it.” 

Willem decided to see for himself what was going on in 
the winter room, but he returned quickly. It was just as his 
grandmother said: Braambezie and the cows—even old 
Hendrik—were dozing. Everything inside was quiet but 
the big clock with the crocheted tidy on top of it, and the 
warbling canary. 

Once again he stood beside the window.: Outside every- 
thing was lively and noisy and gay. 

“Whoever said, ‘Women and cats in the house, men and 
dogs outdoors, must have raised boys yet,” his grandmother 
said, laughing at his forlorn face. Grootje was working at 
her knitting while Pinkelspoodle lifted his voice in song. 

Willem regarded the twittering canary sourly. “How can 
he sing—and in a cage yet? 1 wonder at it.” 

“He likes it in the cage. He feels comfortable and secure 
there,” Grootje explained. 
~ “I don't like it in a cage,” Willem stormed. “I want to 
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go out and skate. Saturday, and because I’m just getting 
over the mumps and wheezing a little I can’t go skating. 
I have to stay caged up like a canary!” 

“You are not in a cage, and you are not going out on the 
canal today. Now let me hear quiet.” Grootje spoke as if 
she meant it. | 

“But 1 don't know what to do in here.” 

“Pd go do a little rummaging if I didn’t know what else 
to do.” 

“Where is there to rummage?” 

“Up in the attic is a nice place.” 

“What's up there?” 

“Many, many things. The old painted wedding chest 
holds things that have belonged to the Hoorns for longer 
than anyone can remember. Then there’s my lilac silk 
wedding dress I inherited from my great-grandmother, and 
your grandfather’s wedding clothes, too. Ja, maybe even 
some funeral clothes. Who knows what might turn up in 
that old painted chest? Sounds nice—like a little fun 
maybe?” — 

“Tm not meeting you eye to eye that it sounds like fun. 
I don't know what to do till suppertime.” Willem cast a 
baleful glance out the window as Gretchen came into view, 
clutching her black muff, her wide skirts swinging. “Oh, 
I might as well go to the attic then.” 

He went into the small room that opened off the kitchen. 
A rope controlled the trap door in the ceiling. When pulled, 
this let down a slender ladder. He grasped the rope and 
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the ladder came down, to rest on the red-tiled floor. Willem 


mounted it to the attic. At least this was better than sleeping 
like Katzi beside the drowsy peat fire, he decided. 

The wedding chest was the lowest in a series of chests 
piled one on top of the other. All were painted blue and 
decorated with tulips of pink and lavender. Yellow butter- 
flies hovered over them. The Dutch are all for painting 
things, Willem thought, as he lifted the two smaller chests 
to the floor. ‘There was nothing of interest in them, only 
light summer clothing packed neatly away until the winter 
season was over. 

He opened the lid of the wedding chest and sat back on 
his heels. A distinct odor of camphor wafted through the 
spotless attic. He wondered if the chest had been opened 
since his grandfather's death. The first garment he found 
was a lady’s somber black dress—a mourning dress. Beneath 
this lay the lilac silk wedding dress, with large puffed sleeves 
and delicate lace tucker. Over it was a pleated apron of 
finest material, and beside it lay a wedding cap of handmade 
lace, delicate as a cobweb, trimmed in dainty lilac velvet 
bows. Under the dress was a pair of beautifully carved 
wooden shoes, Grootje’s engagement klompen, carved for 
her by her future husband. 

For a long time he gazed at Grootje’s wedding finery, 
brought from Amsterdam. He had never seen anything 
resembling it. Women in Klokdorp wore sensible clothes 
made for good hard wear. Surely Grootje must have looked 
beautiful as a bride, but never could she have looked more 
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beautiful, he thought, than she did today in her high peaked 
cap, her blue wool dress and ticking-striped apron of red 
and blue. | 

On the whole he preferred Grootje as she was today. 

He laid the wedding dress aside and delved farther into 
the chest. Next, he found his grandfather’s wedding coat, 
with heavy metal buttons and handsome velvet lapels. 

Beneath it there were numerous festival costumes, aprons, - 
caps and shawls that were of no interest to him whatsoever. 
Foei! Only girls would care for things like these, he said 
to himself. What am I doing in this attic anyway? 

At that moment he came to a tall, narrow box made of 
wood. It was painted with butterflies and flowers in blue 
and lavender and pink, the same design the wedding chest 
itself bore. 

The box felt heavy as he set it out on the floor, so heavy 
he was surprised to discover that it held his grandfather’s tall 
wedding hat. He lifted the hat from the box and set it on his 
head. Instantly the attic grew dark. Ach! It comes down 
over my ears! 

He was about to return the hat to the box when he saw 
something he had not noticed before. Set neatly in the bot- 
tom of the box as though it fitted into the crown of the hat 
was a package wrapped in what appeared to be a large silk 
kerchief. | 

When he lifed the package Willem understood what had 
made the hatbox so heavy. He unwrapped the kerchief and 
peered down at the object it had concealed. | 

“The silver box!” he exclaimed aloud. “The old silver- 
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smith’s box, the one he told my grandfather to look for in 


the ruins of his house, when the enemy took him away. But 
the box is round. I never thought the box would be round 
when Grootje told us the ney. I never thought of the box 
- being any shape but square.” 

He stared at the richly carved box. It did not appear to 
have a lock, but when he pressed a small knob, it sprang 
open so quickly he was startled. 

The contents of the box proved extremely disappointing. 

Although it was lined with violet-colored velvet, it con- 
tained nothing but a small leather-bound book with silver 
corners and a string of very ordinary silver buttons such as 
men of the Waterlands wore on their clothes every day. 
- He glanced carelessly through the little book, then gave 
his attention to the buttons for lack of anything better to do. 
They were strung on a silver chain and were rather large. 
There were five of them altogether. 

He took them to the window to examine them in the light. 
Only one thing made them at all unusual. The button in 
the center of the chain was square, with two round ones on 
either side. 

Willem couldn’t remember ever having seen a square but- 
ton in all his life, but somehow, set in the midst of the four 
round ones, it had a vaguely familiar look. Where have I 
seen these buttons before? he wondered. It seems as if—as 
_if I have been looking at them all my life and yet Pm sure 
I never saw them before. I played with them maybe when I 
was a baby, I bet you. Willem smiled and dangled the 
buttons before him. They make a nice noise. Good solid 
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silver buttons. They’d be good for a baby to cut teeth on. 1 
bet you I cut my teeth on these big silver buttons. I bet you 
that's why I think I’ve seen them before. Pll ask Grootje 
when I go down.” 

He put the buttons back in the silver box. Then, for lack 
of anything more exciting to do, he opened the little book 
and read the lines written on the yellowed pages. Somebody 
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was dumb, whoever he was, to write such foolish rhymes. 


They don’t mean that much! Willem snapped his fingers 
in disgust. 

He returned the book to the box with the buttons. Then 
he closed the box, making sure that everything was left as he 
had found it. He wrapped the box carefully in the silken 
kerchief, placed it in the painted hatbox beneath his grand- 
father’s tall wedding hat and closed the chest. 

He looked disgustedly about the neat, orderly attic with 
its twinkling windows and spotless starched lace curtains. 
Ach, what a way to spend an afternoon! Wasted, just 
wasted. I might have been out there on the canal, but no, I 
look at silly old buttons and rhymes written by a weetniet. 

As he reached the foot of the ladder the door slammed. 
Gretchen and Hansi and Franzi, their cheeks rosy red, came 
in. Their eyes were sparkling, and with them they brought 
the breath of the winter afternoon. 

“Oh, Willem, such a day!” Gretchen began to chatter as 
she held the door open for Boombast, who rushed in. “The 
burgomaster, Mijnheer Pinkelspoodle himself, was skating 
from the little stove under the bridge with a cup of choco- 
late, and Boombast ran between his feet and—ach!” 

“He dropped the cup?” Grootje asked in alarm. 

“Neen. The burgomaster sat down on the ice, kerflop! 
Just like that. There he sat, still holding onto that cup of 
hot chocolate, looking around in foolish surprise while that 
silly Boombast circled around him, barking and yelping 
like always.” 


“Did you do this thing?” Willem asked. 
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Boombast rolled his eyes and looked guilty. 

“But there's more yet.” 

“Oh, no, not more?” 

“Ja. The burgomaster tried to get up, chocolate and all, 
and Boombast Oh, you should have been there! This 


you will not believe.” 
“Go on and tell your story and quit giggling.” 
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“Well, then, the burgomaster tried to get up, still holding 


the cup of chocolate, all the time on skates, mind you. And © 
Boombast ran to him when he was halfway up and kissed 
him. You know Boombast’s kisses.” 

a? 

“Well, His Excellency was so surprised he fell flat on his 
back trying to escape Boombast’s kiss. This time the cup was 
jolted out of his hand and all that good chocolate 

“Did it break the cup?” Grootje asked aa “Tt tie 
cup was broken, we will have to replace it.” 

“Oh, neen, Grootje, the cup was not broken. It a 
bounced. But all that good chocolate was wasted. And with 
whipped cream yet.” 

“What did the burgomaster do?” Willem asked. 

“Ach, what dignity! He just picked himself up and 
skated down the canal. He did not even bother with the 
cup. I, myself, picked it up and returned it to the little shop 
under the bridge. No one saw the burgomaster the rest of 
the afternoon. He just vanished down the canal. Such a 
thing!” 

“Such a thing, indeed! It wonders me how I am going to 
pay the burgomaster for his lost chocolate,” Willem said, 
scratching his head. ae all people, Boombast has to pick 
out the burgomaster yet.” 

“Oh, Willem,” Grootje said, “it is a small thing to los a 
cup of chocolate! To lose one’s dignity is an eel of another 
color. Nothing, I’m afraid, can be done about that.” 

Gretchen hung her little red jacket in the cupboard and 
took off her hood. “What's for supper, Grootje? I’m 
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starved.” She wrinkled her tip-tilted nose, sniffing the 
fragrance emerging from the kettle on the hearth. 

“Sauerkraut, pigs’ knuckles and potato dumplings, to 
start with,” her grandmother said, smiling. “And for chil- 
dren who are starving, maybe a piece of homemade bread 
just from the oven, sweet butter, cheese and a cup of choco- 
late. Draw up by the fire, children, and toast your toes while 
I set the little table by the hearth. 

“The poor burgomaster! What a shame!” Grootje mut- 
tered as she set about fixing the small table. “That poor, 
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poor man, all fixed for a good cup of chocolate and then, 
foei, that Boombast!” 

The children sat around the little table now in front of 
the tiled fireplace. 

Remembering that she had not even inquired about her 
twin brother's day, Gretchen turned round blue eyes on 
Willem and asked, “What all have you been doing?” 

“Such a question! What is there to do penned up in the 
house like a nightingale'in a cage.” Willem gave the table 
leg an impatient kick. “While you were out with that 
Boombast knocking the burgomaster around the canal, 1 
wasted the afternoon looking at buttons.” 

“Looking at buttons? You, Willem? What a thing to 
do!” Gretchen hid her face in her apron and giggled at 
her brother’s sour expression. 

“Ja! Buttons. B-u-t-t-o-n-s. A lot of foolishness and an 
afternoon wasted on a box of trinkets and liflaf. Buttons!” 
Willem kicked the innocent table again. “Don't talk to me 
about buttons. I never want to hear the word again.” 


II 
The Unex pected 


GrooTJE, of course, had been right about keeping 
Willem in the house—right for two different reasons. 
The first was because by the next day Willem had entirely 
recovered from his week’s siege of the mumps and a cold. 
The second reason, and one which the little grandmother 
herself did not plan, was the opportunity for her grandson 
to discover a string of apparently useless silver buttons, but- 
tons that he gave not the slightest thought to as time wore on. 
There had been no word from Oom Dirk, but no one 
expected to hear from him so soon. He had explained before 
he left that he would not have an opportunity to write until 
what he had set out to do was accomplished. So the Hoorns 
went about their busy lives as though nothing unusual had 
taken place. 
And then Friday afternoon Willem came home, having 
taken Pieter for a ride in the sleigh after school, to find his 
sister waiting for him. Gretchen seemed greatly excited 


as he entered the winter room. 
162 
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“Come into the kitchen right away. You have a visitor,” 


she said in a loud whisper. 

“It must be the burgomaster. Is it about Boombast and 
the chocolate?” 

“Be quiet. It's Meester Justus, the music master who plays 
the bells in the klokketoren,’ Gretchen whispered. 

“What does he want?” Willem asked, turning the little 
black donkey over to Hendrik to unhitch. 

“How should I know? Go inand see once.” 

Willem went through the Dutch door and found Meester 
Justus warming his thin hands at the cozy fire and talking 
to Grootje. “You wanted to see me, Mijnheer?” he asked, 
approaching the elderly music master. 

“Ja, Willem. How would you like to do a little work in 
the klokketoren?” 

“I, Mijnheer? I can’t play anything but a little silver 
flute.” 

“Neen, not a musical job, a cleaning job,” Grootje ex- 
plained. 

“Oh?” 

“Tt is like this,” the music master said. “The inside of the 
tower must be shining clean for Christmas. That means a 
good right arm and plenty of zeepsop, plenty of soapsuds.” 

“So, Mijnheer, you want me to scrub the walls inside the 
tower?” | 

“Only above the narrow walk built inside the top of the 
tower. I have scrubbed the lower part myself, but now I find 
climbing the tall ladder to the high walk is too much for a 
man of my age.” 
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“Y ou mean the little walk, "way, way up? The rat walk?” 

“Ja, the rat walk. That is the good Dutch name for it, 
Willem.” 

In his mind’s eye Willem was picturing the perilous nar- 
row walk and the steep ladder that led to it. “It remembers 
me, the rat walk. It is up there you want me to scrub the 
stones in the klokketoren?” 

“Ja, the big stones up there. You can reach them from the 
rat walk.” | 

“Surely, Mijnheer, every boy in Klokdorp has wanted to 
climb up to that rat walk. Of course I will take the job.” _ 

“And doa good job, too,” Grootje said with pride. “Many 
times Willem has helped Oom Dirk scrub the outside of 
the farmhouse.” 

“How much would you charge for this?” the music 
master asked. 

“Charge, Mijnheer? The bell tower belongs to all of us. 
I think nothing of taking money for doing this.” 

Meester Justus nodded and smiled. “Well, tomorrow is 
Saturday. Could you come then tomorrow morning early?” 

“Aye, bright and early.” 

So, after a cup of Grootje’s good strong coffee and a plate 
of crisp cookies, the music master left. 


A warm fire was burning next morning when Willem 
came into the tower. Meester Justus had lighted the porce- 
lain stove in the lower compartment where he played the 


keyboard that rang the bells. Willem, armed with pails 
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of water, brushes and plenty of strong yellow soap, set the 


_ buckets on the stove to heat. 

The small room was used as a Klokdorp museum. Pic- 
tures hung on the wall showing scenes of the country before 
the Zuider Zee had been built up into rich farms and polder- 
land. The sea itself had been vanquished. It was a miracle 
indeed to convert the water into land. 

Ancient armor hung on the wall. To Willem they were 
symbols of the bravery of his valiant small country that had 
survived many bitter wars and through sheer courage had 
won them. 

Directly beneath the center of the spindly rat walk where 
he was to work stood iron scales for weighing cheeses. They 
were decorated with iron tulips and hyacinths, which en- 
circled a pair of clasped iron hands. Willem knew that this 
was symbolic of the handclasp by which every bargain was 
completed at the cheese market in Edam. | 

The water was warm now. It was time to begin his task 
in the tower. 

Now the day wore on. Up and down the narrow stair- 
way he went, getting fresh water, heating it, emptying the 
used water on the dike, refilling the empty pails from the 
canal and heating more water on the porcelain stove. Then 
back to the scrubbing again—scrub, scrub, scrub. So before 
evening set in the stones were as white as the glistening snow 
outside. | 

Willem, tired but well pleased with his efforts, came down 
from the rat walk for the last time to inspect the result of 
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his day’s labor. He was standing in front of the iron cheese 
scales. He held his head as far back as possible so he might 
see to the very tiptop of the tower. Suddenly he had a strange 
feeling that the carved stones which he had just finished 
scrubbing had a familiar look. Many times he had been in 
the tower but never had he paid any particular attention to 
the carving. Yet they seemed quite familiar now. 

I—I have seen those stones all my life, he thought, and 
yet I can’t say I have ever really looked at them before. 
Somewhere, though, I have seen this—the tulips, the 

He had not realized anyone else was in the tower until a 
hand plucked at his sleeve. He turned, startled, expecting 
to see Meester Justus the music master. Instead he found 
himself looking into the dark face of the silent man in the 
white turban. He was dressed for winter now, wrapped in 
a warm blue mantle. Pointed leather shoes were on his feet. 

For a moment Willem was sure the stranger was going to 
speak to him, so eagerly did his dark eyes burn into Wil- 
lem’s round blue ones. But just then Boombast, who was 
waiting outside in the cobbled square, barked loudly. The 
door opened and the music master came in, rubbing his 
hands with delight over the excellent job Willem had done. 

So quickly that the boy hardly realized what happened, 
the turbaned stranger grasped Willem’s hand and placed an 
object in his palm. Then he closed Willem’s fingers tightly 
over it and vanished through the door into the gathering 
dusk. | 
- The startled music master and an equally startled boy 
looked at each other in disbelief. Only the fact that Boom- 
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bast was barking loudly again could have made Willem be- 


lieve that the visitor had been in the bell tower at all—Boom- 
bast’s barking and the object in his hand. 
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“What is it?” Meester Justus stepped forward. “What 
did that strange-acting person put in your hand?” 

When he could find his voice, Willem spoke. “A...a... 
paper... a small folded paper, Mijnheer.” 

“Open it. What does it say then?” 

Slowly Willem opened the paper. He did not have to 
look at it to know what the paper contained, but he glanced 
down at it before handing it to the music master. 

Meester Justus peered down through his thick spectacles. 
“What sort of foolishness is this?” he asked, returning the 
paper to Willem. 

“T-don’t know, Mijnheer. It wonders me as much as it 
does you. It is a drawing of five flies.” Willem looked 
again at the familiar pattern of the stones above the rat walk. 
“T have received four of these papers, Mijnheer.” He told 
the music master about the paper Grootje received, the one 
hidden in the cheese, and the one that fell from Braam- 
bezie’s collar. “Four papers, Mijnheer, and it wonders me 
the same as you what they mean. Five flies mean nothing 
to me. Not that much!” Willem snapped his fingers. “I 
have never heard of anything called the Five Flies.” 

“Wait! Wait! Let me think. Ach! Ja, I know of some- 
thing that bears the name of the Five Flies. I have been to 
an inn by that name—an ancient inn in Amsterdam.” 

“You, Mijnheer? You have been there?” — 

“Ta, it was when Johann Ludwig the silversmith was 
teaching me to play the bells in the klokketoren. He took me 
there to dine. I was a young man then and someone else was 
with us—let me see—ach! Willem Hoorn of course.” 
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“Neen, Mijnheer, you are mistaken. 1 have never even 


seen this inn of the Five Flies.” 

“Such a thing! Of course not. It is your grandfather of 
whom I am speaking, Willem. I remember now—they 
spoke as if they often dined there on market days. 

“Now as I remember it,” the music master continued, “at 
the top of this building which is many, many centuries old, 
there is an ancient room where one dines just as they dined 
years ago. Nothing has been changed. To reach this part of 
the building one must climb a steep and terrifying stairway. 
It is a frightening climb, but no one has really seen Amster- 
dam until he has mounted this famous stairway.” 

“And my grandfather and the old silversmith used to go 
there together ?” 

“Ja, together. They were great friends, those two.” 

Willem sighed and put the paper back in his pocket as 
the music master sat down at the keyboard and began to 
play the vesper hymn on the bells. - 


The paper which the Silent One had pressed into his hand 
cleared nothing in Willem Hoorn’s mind about the mney 
of the five flies. 

Even less helpful was Meester Justus’ description of the 
ancient inn in Amsterdam. His recollection of Johann 
Ludwig’s dining there with Willem’s grandfather added 
even more to the confusion. There seemed no connection 
between the two. Furthermore, of all the people in Klok- 
dorp, why should he be singled out to receive these weird 


170 THE SECRET OF THE SINGING TOWER 


messages from the man in the white turban? What sort of 
joke is this? he wondered. 

It was the next morning, and Willem was grooming the 
donkey in the winter room. Bright sunlight poured in be- 
tween the lace curtains. Something on the wall opposite 
caught the reflection and twinkled like a winking eye. 

At first Willem was not conscious of this twinkling, but 
as it continued it he realized that it came from Braambezie’s 
collar, which hung like a wreath from one of the white- 
washed pegs in the wall. 

Willem laid aside his currycomb and took the collar in his 
hands. “Here’s a thing I never noticed before, Braambezie,” 
he said, examining the jingling collar carefully. “One of 
the bells is not round. It is square. But who ever heard of a 
square bell? 

“Whew!” Willem whistled. “Red sails of the Zuider 
Zee! The bells on this collar are shaped like the stones above 
the rat walk in the klokketoren. I’ve seen those stones lots 
of times, but I never got a real good look at them until yester- 
day when I scrubbed them—two round stones on each side 
and a square stone in the middle.” 

He looked at the collar again and talked on to Braam- 
bezie. “Two round bells on each side and...and...a 
square one in the middle. Ach, no! The square one is ot 
a bell. It is just an ornament with—with something en- 
graved on it. iis | 

“My faith, what is going on?” he exclaimed. On the 
square plate between the round bells was engraved a tulip 
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in full bloom. Above the tulip hovered a fly with outspread 


wings, and below the tulip was a single word: “Five.” 

“Hmm.” Willem scratched his head and turned the col- 
lar of bells over and over in his hand. Suddenly the silver 
bells twinkled again as they caught the sunlight streaming 
in between the lace curtains. Instantly this brought to 
Willem’s mind a similar happening. Somewhere—some- 
where he had examined a twinkling silver object as the sun 
shone through starched lace curtains. But where? And 
what was the object? 

“Tve got it! Up in the attic! Buttons!” 

Like a flash Willem was out of the winter room, through 
the kitchen and mounting the ladder to the attic, the bells 
on the collar over his arm jingling. 

Gretchen, who had been helping Grootje prepare the 
supper, exclaimed impatiently, “Of all the foolish games that 
Willem plays! I wonder the storks don’t build a nest on 
his head yet, instead of on mine as he says.” 

But Willem was not playing a game. Working as fast as 
he could, he was unearthing from the wedding chest the - 
silver box that lay beneath his grandfather’s tall hat. 

Now in each hand he grasped a silver ornament. He made 
his way across the attic toward the window where the sun 
streamed in between the primly starched curtains. In his 
right hand he held Braambezie’s collar of silver bells, in his 
left the chain of silver buttons he had found in the old silver- 
smith’s box, the box left in his grandfather’s care when 
Johann Ludwig was taken away by the enemy. | 
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He stared down at them with unbelieving eyes. Both 
showed the same design as the stones in the tower above the 
center of the rat walk. 

What does it mean, I wonder? If only Oom Dirk were 

here! If only I could talk to someone! But Grootje has 
worries enough. 
- Willem glanced down at the twinkling buttons again. 
Then for the first time his eye caught something he had 
missed before. Each round button was ornamented with a 
nodding tulip. Over this hovered a fly in profile. But the 
square in the center bore the engraving of a tulip in full 
bloom, standing upright. The fly above this tulip had both 
wings widespread as if in full head-on flight. This was out- 
standing. He could not keep his eyes from it, for it also 
bore the word “five.” 

- Ah, Willem thought, the fifth Ay again, just as on Braam- 
bezie’s collar! On the collar the square is not a bell. Here 
itis not a button. They are only little silver plaques, as like 
as two peas. Bells and buttons, buttons and bells—I think 
I am going out of my head yet. The buttons and bells are 
arranged in exactly the same position as the round and the 
square stones in the klokketoren. 

- That man in the white turban—could he be trying to tell 
me something with these messages about the five flies? He 
has been around the bell tower many times since he came to- 
Klokdorp. If he does know something, I have got to find 
out. I’ve got to. 

Willem replaced the things in the chest. He shied up 
the bells and buttons, and went down the ladder. 
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In the kitchen his grandmother was rolling out dough- 
nuts and popping them into a bubbling copper kettle. The 
kitchen smelled warm and spicy. Willem walked across 
the room, the bells and buttons jingling and clinking. His 
mind was made up now. He knew what he had to do. He 
was going to do it this very day. 

- He helped himself to a hot sligar pomdeled doughnut 
from a heaping crispy pile on a platter. 

“Grootje, could 1 borrow these buttons from the wedding 
chest for a little while?” 

“What buttons are those?” Grootje asked, looking at them 
in surprise. | 

“The buttons from the old silversmith’s box,” Willem 
explained. 

“Ja, you may borrow them, but when you are through 
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playing with them, put them back in the wedding box just 
as you found them.” 

“I promise, Grootje . . . only... only——” 

“Only what?” 

“Well, I don’t want to play with them exactly.” 

“What, then?” | 

“Well, I want to use them to . . . to— Grootje, I think I 
can solve a mystery with them.” 

“What mystery is that, or is this a secret mission?” 

ES, itis secret, a from Fp you but you and.. 
and... one other person.” 

a did not ask who the other person was. She re- 
turned to her dough, and after a little silence asked again, 
“What mystery do you hope to sog by a chain of useless 
old silver buttons? It wonders me.’ 

“The...the mystery of... of ...the Kleine, the missing 
bell of the tower.” | 

“Ach!” Grootje threw up her hands. “Go, then, if you 
think you can solve the mystery of the singing tower, and 
the blessings of all the people of Klokdorp go with you!” 
The little grandmother hastily turned back to her dough- 
board, vainly trying to conceal from him the amused smile 
she could not repress. 

“Thank you,” he said solemnly, and went into the winter 
room, Braambezie’s collar and the chain of buttons jingling 
over his arm. 

Boombast rose from Braambezie’s stall where he had been 
napping. Between dog and donkey a deep friendship had 
developed. Boombast spent much time in the stall. He 
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wagged his tail expectantly as his master donned his skating 
shoes, and Braambezie cocked an ear at the sound of her own 


silver bells. 
“Neen, you two are not going today. This time I go 
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alone.” Willem closed the outside door and made his way 
toward the dike. 

He was soon gliding far, far away from the gay laughing 
skaters of Klokdorp. He was heading for the ancient and 
rickety houseboat that had stood alone and deserted since 
the water gypsies abandoned it years ago. 
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Alone and out of earshot of the crowd, Willem skated 


toward the desolate structure that was now in view ahead of 
him. “What makes me think I should do this, I do not 
know,” he said to himself. 

He paused for a moment, regarding the shaky waft with- 
out even a small rowboat in front of it. Then he removed his 
skates and clambered aboard. 

For a moment he stood with raised hand at the door. 
Finally he squared his shoulders and knocked gently. For 
what seemed a long time there was no sound inside. At last 
the door began to open slowly, creaking and complaining, 
and someone peered at him through the crack. Then, before 
Willem could get his breath, the door was flung open and 
confronting him stood the man in the white turban. 

“Come in, Willem Hoorn,” he said in perfectly good 
Dutch. “Come in. I’ve been expecting you.” | 


12 


Five Flies and a Surprise 


_ For a moment Willem stood staring. He could not 
believe that the man in the white turban had spoken. He 
found himself speechless. His throat felt stiff, his hands — 
were clammy. It seemed that he was walking in a dream 
as he crossed the threshold and entered the gloomy house- 
boat. 

There was almost no furniture in the room, and what 
there was seemed to be falling apart. 

“Not a pleasant way to live, I grant you,” the turbaned 
man said. He indicated a rickety chair for Willem to sit 
in. “It is not in the least like the pleasant cheerful boat on 
which your friend Piet lives, eh?” 

“Piet? You... know... Piet?” Willem stammered. He 
sat down rigidly, his hands clasped woodenly in his lap. 

His host seated himself cross-legged on the floor. “I do 
not know Piet; I know about him. I have made it my busi- 
ness to find out all I could about everyone in Klokdorp. My 


young friend, I have a strange story to unfold. To piece this 
178 
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story together I have kept my ears open, my mouth closed. 

“You have heard them call me the Silent One at the 
market place in Edam, perhaps? The role has stood me in 
good stead.” 

Willem nodded. “Ja, the keeper of the eos market 
called you that.” He was surprised at the sound of his own 
voice. It was high and squeaking. He swallowed hard. 
“But you can speak, Mijnheer. Or is it that I have windmill 
blades going round in my head? You are speaking Dutch 
yet.” | 

“I am Dutch, Willem Hoorn—at least part Dutch.” He 
smiled as Willem nodded. He tapped Willem on the knee. | 
“We let it go at that for a little while, eh? So I get on with 
my story. Then perhaps, when I have Ee you will 
show me the objects you brought with you.” 

Willem nodded again. He had forgotten the buttons and 
bells on his arm. 

“Relax a little, my young friend. I assure you no harm 
will come to you. I have only your interest at heart. Now 
hear me. To begin with, I was a good friend of Johann 
Ludwig, whom you in Klokdorp refer to as the silversmith.” 

“You knew him—the old silversmith?” Willem felt 
more comfortable. 

“I knew him—ah, yes! I also was fighting the bitter fight 
against the enemy of the Netherlands. I was a prisoner of 
this evil foe when the silversmith was brought to the prison 
in chains. The gentle, kind old man was placed in the same 
camp as I. We became the best of friends. 

“There was only one good thing about the prison. Any 
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man who had a trade or craft was permitted to work at it. 
I was a brass founder. I made small carriage bells used on 
horses in my native Indonesia. 

“Johann Ludwig was interested in bells, as you know. 
He played the bells in the Klokdorp tower. He engraved 
the warning on the Kleine.” 

At mention of the missing bell Willem sat forward 
expectantly. | 

“Well, because of this mutual interest in bells, we became 
dear friends. The guards at the prison provided us with 
working equipment. I made the little carriage bells. They 
were sold by the guards for a pretty penny, but I got none 
of this money. 

“Close beside me Johann Ludwig the silversmith worked 
at his craft, fashioning beautiful boxes and jewel cases. He 
engraved them with exquisite pictures of flowers and birds, 
symbolic emblems of his own country. Day after day he 
worked. His beautiful creations were sold for a vast sum. 
The old man received nothing, but daily he put by a tiny por- 
tion of silver, less than a gram, until he had enough to fashion 
four small round silver bells and a little square plaque. 
These he fastened together with beads of coral and tur- 
quoise gleaned from some of the other craftsmen in the 
prison camp. 

“ “We call these little bells ick bells,’ Johann said. He 
fastened them on a narrow scrap of leather and decorated 
the whole with brightly colored tufts of wool.” 

Willem leaned forward. “Sleigh bells and beads and a 
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little square plaque—Braambezie’s collar! The old silver- 


smith made that?” 

“Yes, but wait. It was not originally made for Braam- 
bezie. She came into the picture years later. It was after the 
little sleigh bells were fashioned that I began to realize 
Johann was failing. He played with the little collar like a 
child, saying over and over, ‘One fly, two flies, three flies, 
four flies,’ as he jingled each bell. Then at the very end he 
would point to the square plaque and say, “This square one is 
the fifth fly. Never forget that, my friend. You must find 
these five flies somewhere in Holland.’ 

“Each day he grew more frail. Many nights he called me 
to his side. He told me the story of the lost bell. But he was 
very ill. He could not get the story straight.” 


“The—the Kleine, the little bell in the tower!” Willem © 


gasped. 

“The very same. The old man rambled at times, at others 
seemed to make sense. “Somewhere,” he would say, there is 
an ancient inn, high in a tall, narrow structure. To reach 
this place you must climb a narrow stairway, steep, steep, 
steep. Here his mind seemed to fail him and he would 
clutch my hand. ‘Promise me, my friend —promise me you 
will see that the Kleine, the little lost bell, is restored to the 
klokketoren. ” 

“Did you know of the inn called the Five Flies in Jste 
dam, Mijnheer?” 

“Not at that time. l asked him the name of the town 
where the klokketoren stood, for Holland is full of bell 
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towers. But he could never remember. He could not recall 
the name of the town at all. 

“I hid the bell,’ he kept repeating. ‘I hid it before the 
enemy came. In ancient days they always took the bells 
away. I knew they would take them this time. So I hid the 
Kleine, and for that they brought me here. I would not tell 
them where the bell was hidden. Now I have forgotten, I 
have forgotten.’ 

“He began speaking on another subject: ‘Somewhere,’ he 
declared, ‘the whole story is written out so my good friend 
Willem Hoorn can discover where the Kleine is hidden. He 
will recall the old inn. If I could only remember . a 
silver buttons.’ 

“Then he would hold up the little collar of bells. ‘Ach! 
The pretty silver buttons are fashioned like the bells on this 
collar. You see them—the five flies on the little bells? This 
design ison... I can’t remember. I can’t remember!’ 

“Johann would go along quietly for days,” the man in 
the white turban continued. “Then he would speak of the 
Kleine again. ‘Promise me, promise me, he begged. 
‘Promise to find my good friend Willem Hoorn. He has the 
silver box. He is trustworthy. Give him the little collar 
with the bells. Perhaps he can unravel the mystery of the 
five flies. He will remember the narrow stairway. Often 
we went up there on market days for a feast.’ ” 

“Willem Hoorn? He meant my grandfather, ehr” 

“Of course.” 

“But my grandfather is no longer living.” 
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= “That I know. It was one of many things I learned when 

I got out of prison, that the Kleine was missing from the 
klokketoren in Klokdorp. It was a long time before I found 
the village of the missing bell, although I had no trouble 
finding the ancient inn in Amsterdam.” 

“You found it then, and solved the mystery of the five 
flies?” 

“Unfortunately the mystery is still unsolved. The inn 
did not, as far as 1 could see, offer the slightest clue. But 1 
am getting ahead of my story. 

“One night the old silversmith summoned me to his bed- 
side. He seemed more rational than usual, but I had the feel- 
ing that he was failing fast. He clasped my hand and began 
to speak of the bell. “Try to unravel the mystery of the five 
flies,’ he pleaded. “Find Willem Hoorn and the silver box. 
When the box is found, in it will be found the buttons, a 
string of buttons fashioned like the little collar of bells, 
engraved with five flies. The fifth fly is—— 

“Here Johann ceased to speak for a little while.” 

The man in the white turban extended his hands upward. 
“My dear friend was passing to his reward. He was leaving 
me with a small collar of silver bells, jumbled talk of silver 
buttons and the task of finding five flies in a mysterious vil- 
lage somewhere in Holland. With these meager clues he 
exacted a promise from me that I would do everything in 
my power to locate the little lost bell of a singing tower. 

“ “Promise that you will find this village and stay there 
until the Kleine is returned. Then 1 can go in peace,” he 
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pleaded. And when I promised, he closed his eyes and a 
beautiful expression of peace rested on his face.” 

“And you are keeping the promise?” Willem said. 

“Yes, now I am keeping it, but many years went by before 
I could manage to do so. I was very ill when peace came and 
I was released from prison. The illness was of a nature that 
lasted for years. You see, I am only a poor brass founder, a 
peddler of little bells. Money is not easy to come by and I 
needed money, a little at least, to start my quest. Finally I 
set out and at last found the village with the tower of the 
lost bell.” 

“But why did you act as if you could not speak? Why 
didn’t you tell me these things instead of giving Grootje 
the paper, and putting the paper in the cheese and the 
collar, and giving me the paper in the bell tower?” 

“A wellput question, my young friend. You see, I 
started my quest by looking for your grandfather. The sil- 
versmith made it quite clear that he wished his dearest 
friend, Willem Hoorn, your grandfather, to have the honor 
of restoring the bell. No one else in the Waterlands must — 
know about it until the bell was back again, put there by 
Willem Hoorn’s own hand. The restoration of the bell was 
to be a great surprise for all the villagers of Klokdorp. 

“T thought the best way for me to keep the secret was to 
talk to no one, to appear speechless. So I posed as the Silent 
One, walking from village to village, peddling my bells and 
following the little black donkey which I bought 1 in Am- 


sterdam to carry my pack.” 
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“Braambezie!” Willem exclaimed. “Was it you, then, 


who put the money in my klomp to buy the little donkey? 
Why did you do such a thing for mer” 

The turbaned one nodded. “Yes, it was 1 who put the 
money in your shoe and not Saint Nicholas,” he said, smil- 
ing. 

“Ta, I knew someone else put it there, but Hansi was sure 

Saint Nicholas had come early.” 
_ “Well, here is the way matters stood with the little 
donkey. Iam a poor bell peddler, as I told you. Winter was 
coming on. On the houseboat I had no place to keep her. 
I thought she would be better off if I took her to the horse 
market where someone might buy her who had a warm 
winter room, someone who could take care of her. So I 
left her, and every market day I went to see her. I saw you 
there each time. I knew you loved the little donkey. Then 
by a lucky chance a souvenir shop in Volendam bought all 
my bells. I took the money and put it in your wooden shoe 
because I knew you would buy the donkey. I knew I could 
trust you.” 

“But the collar—how did you get that back?” 

“She never had the collar on except the first day you saw 
her crossing the cheese market. I took it off when I left her at 
the market. I knew the horse merchant would steal it if I 
left it on. Later I passed your market boat one evening in 
the mist. I heard you say you believed the Kleine was hidden 
in Klokdorp. After much thought I decided to give you the 
clues of the five flies. I had learned your grandfather was no 
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longer living, and I had promised to give the clues to Willem 
Hoorn. You yourself can see that in some way the collar is 
also a clue. I thought it should go to the living Willem 
Hoorn, the grandson of the man I came to Klokdorp to 
find.” | 

“So it was your footprints in the snow, the footprints that 
led to the back door of the cows’ winter room.” 

“Yes, my footprints. It was easy to slip around the house. 
The door to the winter room was not locked. The old 
herdsman is a sound sleeper.” 
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“Then these must be... must be...” Willem held out 


the string of buttons. 

“The silver buttons! You’ve found them! Willem 
Hoorn, you found the old silversmith’s buttons! But 
where?” ‘The man in the white turban seemed vastly ex- 
cited. | 

“In my grandmother’s painted chest, in a box under my 
grandfather’s tall wedding hat. They were in a silver box.” 

The turbaned one snapped his fingers. “Ah, yes, yes! 
Johann Ludwig spoke of a silver box often. Was there any- 
thing else in the box?” 

“Nothing of importance, Mijnheer. Only a small book 
of foolish rhymes.” Willem rose to his feet. “A lot of 
mysteries have been solved this day. Now I know you 
gave me the money for Braambezie. You have given me - 
the collar, the clue to the mystery of the five flies. But I 
still don't know where to look for the Kleine. 1 don't know 
which way to turn yet.” 

“Tell me something. How did you know where to find 
me? What made you think of this old houseboat?” _ 

Willem laughed. “Boombast, my dog—the noisiest dog 
in Klokdorp—was always barking in the night and taking 
off in this direction. I figured out the only stranger in town 
must be staying on the water gypsies’ boat. There are no inns 
in Klokdorp.” 

“Ah, how well I know! How that dog barked!” The 
turbaned man laughed. “It was a friendly bark. Every 
night when I tried to slip quietly through the shadows, that 
one barked—how is it you say?—like crazy. And the little 
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goosegirl—how is she? And the gray goose that nipped n my 

heel?” 

= “Gretchen is still a chatterbox like always, and Betje, that 
silly goose, is as be-addled as ever,” Willem replied. 

The man became serious again. “Now heed this, my 
young friend.” He handed back the silver buttons. “We 
may not be able to locate the Kleine for a little while. In 
the meantime I charge you to keep my secret. Tell no one 
that I can speak. By remaining the Silent One I can pick 
up bits of information. Do you understand?” 

Willem nodded. 

The man continued, “If I see you again, I shall not speak. 
I shall remain silent until the Kleine is once again in the 
singing tower.” 

Willem rose and once more hung the silver bells and but- 
tons over his arm. “Mijnheer, before I go may I ask you a 
question?” 

“Of course, my young friend.” 

“Well, then, why were you fighting for Holland when 
your home is in India?” 

The turbaned one smiled and laid his hand on Willem’s 
shoulder. “That is an easy question to answer. My mother 
was a Hollander, born in Amsterdam. I was visiting her 
relatives when the war broke out. You see, I am only half 
East Indian. My sympathies have always been with my 
mother’s brave little country.” 

“You—half Dutch? Mijnheer, what is your name then?” 

“This you will not believe, but my given name is Poost. 
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It was my mother’s maiden name. My last name is far too 
complicated for you to twist your Dutch tongue around.” 

“Poost! That doesn’t sound very mysterious,” Willem 
said, laughing. 

“T am not mysterious, Willem Hoorn. I’m only a saat 
bell peddler who hopes soon to return to my own family in 
my native land. The moment the Kleine is found I shall 
cease being the Silent One and become Poost again. Perhaps 
I am enjoying this bit of play acting. It is amazing the 
things one hears when those he is with believe he is unable 
to speak.” 

“I think I see what you mean,’ - Willem pe as he held 
out his hand to bid his host good-by. 

Evening was falling now as Willem glided down the 
canal toward the yellow farmhouse. There was no sound, 
but something made him raise his eyes to the flat gray sky. 
A large bird was flying above his head on silent wings. 
Willem drew his breath in sharply. The bird was going to- 
ward Klokdorp. He began to skate as fast as he could go. 
As he reached the silversmith’s house he saw the bird circle 
the blackened chimney, then alight on the deserted storks’ 
nest. | | 

Ach! The stork! The stork! 

The bird paused on the chimney, standing still as a statue. 
At last it took off, flying straight south. 

The stork! The stork! They said if the stork would daly 
pause a moment on the way south it would bring luck to 
Klokdorp. What will happen next, it wonders me. 
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Willem made his way home as fast as he could go, to tell 
the news. But when he reached the farmstead he found 
that Grootje had greater news of her own. “Willem,” she 
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said, running to him and throwing her arms around him, 
“Willem, I have a letter from Oom Dirk. The postman 
came and Boombast brought this letter in.” 
“He is all right? There is good news in the letter?” 
“Oh, Willem, the best news in the world!” Grootje 
put her handkerchief to her eyes and began to weep. 


“Something has happened to Oom Dirk?” 

“Neen, Willem, neen. He has found your father! Your 
father—my eldest son—is alive.” 

“Grootje, what is this—what are you saying?” 

“Listen, Willem, and I will tell you. There was a fisher- 
man who knew Oom Dirk, and knew that your father had 
been lost at sea. Lately he heard stories about a man who 
had been picked up by a fishing boat after his own craft was 
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wrecked on the treacherous rocks of Donker Isle, a place all 
fishermen fear. 

“They had found the man > half dead with cold and hun- 
ger, and besides that he had a head injury and couldn't re- 
member his own name. | 

“The fishermen had taken him to their own village on 
the North Sea where they were doing the best they could to 
discover who he was. All this time they have cared for him. 
When Oom Dirk’s friend finally heard of the case he got in 
touch with Dirk at once. 

“Tt is a dangerous journey, for the North di is a bad one 
in winter, so that is why Oom Dirk would not tell us where 
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he was going or why. He was afraid, too, that the man 


might not be your father, and he did not want to have our 
hearts broken with disappointment.” 

“But where is my father now,” Willem said, “and does 
he know now who he is yet?” 

“Oh, ja, Oom Dirk took him to Amsterdam to your 
mother at once. He has been undergoing treatment by a 
great doctor in the hospital there and now he is himself 
again. So great is this doctor they say he can cure almost 
any injury.” 

“Does Gretchen know this news yet?” Willem asked. 

“Aye! She knows it and has been chattering about it 
ever since I told her.” 

“And Hansi and Franzi—they know it too? Won't I 
have anybody to tell this good news to, Grootje?” 

“Ja, you can go this minute and tell Pieter and Klaas. I 
have a feeling Klaas knew all the time what Dirk was up to.” 

“Now I know the stork is bringing luck to Klokdorp, 
Grootje,” Willem said. “Now my father has been found, 
and Oom Dirk is safe. That is the stork’s doings.” 

“Ach, such a thing! The stork hasn't been to Klokdorp 
since the silversmith’s house burned down!” 

“But it has, Grootje. You remember when I told you I 
saw a bird flying across the meadow in the dead of night, 
and Boombast barked?” 

a? 

“Well, I thought it was the bird of ill omen.” 

“Such a thing to think!” 


“But it was not, Grootje. I saw it again this evening.” 
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“Oh, Willem, don’t tell me it was the stork! Did it stop 
at all in Klokdorpr” 

“Aye, it stopped. I saw it with my own eyes. It stopped 
just for a minute on the silversmith’s chimney. Then wa 
it flew, going straight south.” 

“Oh, Willem, I’m not superstitious, but they do say storks 
bring luck. We can use a little of that, eh?” Grootje laughed 
aloud for the first time since Oom Dirk’s departure. 


Saint Nicholas Day 


Ir sEEMED, now that Oom Dirk’s letter had come, 
that the old yellow farmhouse was fairly bursting at the 
seams with happiness. 

Saint Nicholas’ Day, the festival for children, was just 
around the corner. For this the little grandmother was 
making joyful preparations while Willem, Gretchen, Hansi 
and Franz counted the days. 

In spite of the hustle and bustle in the house, Gretchen 
frequently looked at her twin brother accusingly. “I won- 
der at you,” she said one day. “What many secrets are you 
keeping from me?” 

“Secrets?” Willem strove to make his voice sound inno- 
cent. 

“Ja, secrets. Even at the mention of the word your ears 
turn as red as the sails on the Zuider Zee.” 

“Ach, what a thing to say!” But in his heart Willem 
knew what would happen if he could tell her that the Silent 
One, the man in the white turban, could speak as well as 
anyone in Klokdorp, that he was half Dutch, and that he 


bore the given name of Poost. “Gebabbel, gebabbel, gebab- 
195 
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bel” Willem said under his breath. “Buzz, buzz, buzz.” 

“What are you muttering about? I didn’t say one word, 
not one word, and you go muttering that I’m buzzing like 
bees in a bottle yet.” 

“Neen, I didn’t mean you’re buzzing now, sister. I was 
thinking how things could happen when you find some- 
thing out.” | 

“Willem, you have a secret!” Gretchen took hold of his 
woolen scarf and held on with both hands. 

“Ja, I’ve a secret, but have patience. Only believe me 
what is going on is good.” 

“You make a cross over the heart?” 

“Ja, I make a cross over the heart. You'll be happy and 
so will everybody in Klokdorp if I can make this all come 
true.” 

And try as she might that was all Gretchen could get out 
of her brother. So wisely she changed the subject. “Grootje 
sings all the time now, getting ready for the Christmas sea- 
son,” she said. 

“Yes, soon it will be December sixth. Then Saint Nich- 
olas will come riding on his white horse to put gifts in our 
klompen,” Willem replied, smiling, as Hansi came into the 
room. At the mention of Saint Nicholas, the little boy was 
all ears. 

“Black Peter will be with him, too,” Hansi said, rolling 
his eyes, “and if you have not been good, he’ll switch you 
with his bundle of switches and carry you away in his bag.” 
- “Ach, don’t believe such a thing as that!” Grootje said, 
coming into the conversation. “Saint Nicholas is kind. His 
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birthday is the children’s festival, a time for giving gifts. 
Do you think he would allow anyone to be switched and 
taken away in a bag? That is all /iflaf. No one is supposed 
to believe it.” And Grootje went back to her work prepar- 
ing for Saint Nicholas’ Day as well as for Christmas, nine- 
teen days later. Now the little grandmother began work 
on the big almond cakes cut in the shape of the children’s 
initials. With painstaking care she cut out a W, a G, an H, 
an F, and then a P for Pieter. She baked them to a delicious 
mouth-watering brown in the big oven by the fireplace. 
When these were finished and set to cool, she made each 
child a huge cooky in the shape of St. Nicholas himself. 
She made a cross on the bishop's miter he wore on his head, 
and pressed almonds into the face to form his eyes, nose 
and mouth. One of these, of course, she made for Pieter 
too. All day before St. Nicholas” birthday the little grand- 
mother was very busy indeed. 

Now the time had come at last to go to the village school, 
for the St. Nicholas festival. Here the good saint himself 
would appear with his helper, Black Peter. 

Grootje and Gretchen and Hansi were to go on skates, for 
the little sleigh would not hold everyone, and Willem had 
promised to call for Pieter. 

As soon as supper was over and the dishes put away, they 
all set out. Bundled to their noses, they glided down the 
glistening canal through the starlit night. Willem drove 
ahead of the family with Franz seated beside him. In the 
back of the sleigh Willem had placed Gretchen’s accordion 


and Hansi’s zither. No entertainment in Klokdorp was 
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complete without the musical Hoorns. Willem himself 
was never without his small silver flute. 
“For once we go without Boombast,” Willem said as 
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they rode along to the clop-clop of Braambezie’s hoofs and 


the jingle of the sleigh bells on her collar. 

Pieter was waiting for him when Willem went into the 
houseboat, carrying the big St. Nicholas cooky and the 
almond cake shaped in the form of the letter P. 

“Better bundle up good and warm or Jack Frost will nip 
your nose tonight,” Willem told his friend. 

“Ta, I know. I can see the frost flowers on the window- 
pane,” Pieter said as Willem helped him wind his soft 
woolen scarf around his neck. 

“Pull your cap down over your ears,” Willem cautioned 
after Pieter was seated beside him in the sleigh. “I brought 
a blanket to put over Braambezie, to keep her warm while 
we are in the schoolhouse.” 

Along the dikes the fishermen’s houses were lighted in 
honor of Saint Nicholas. The windows of the schoolhouse 
itself threw orange-colored patches on the snow as the little 
sleigh came jingling up to the door. 

All the children in Klokdorp were arriving, the bigger 
ones on skates, the smallest pulled on sleds. The canal was 
dotted with lanterns that twinkled and bobbed like fireflies 
as the skaters came toward the schoolhouse. 

Willem hitched Braambezie to a post on the dike and 
helped Pieter into the big schoolroom, where the festival 
was to be held. Franz ran ahead and joined a group of little 
boys his own age, each one dressed as he was in warm 
petticoats. 

Then Willem went back to the sleigh and covered the 
little donkey with her woolen blanket. He was removing 
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the zither and the accordion from the sleigh when Grootje, 
Gretchen and Hansi came up. 

“Sit down, Grootje, Pll help you take your skates off.” 
His grandmother seated herself on a bench and Willem 
knelt before her. Then they went up the steps, and Grootje 
led her brood through the door. | 

Inside the schoolhouse round-eyed children with apple 
cheeks stood around the big tile stove, chattering with ex- 
citement. Little girls in dark woolen dresses wore colorful 
jackets and tall caps. Three starched underskirts as well as 
a red one of wool made their frocks stand out as if they 
wore hoops in them. Their ticking-striped aprons were spot- 
less, their peaked caps starched to perfection. The boys wore 
bright jackets, woolen scarves and baggy pantaloons. 

Willem peeped out the window to make sure Braambezie 
was all right. Far in the distance he saw the tall structure 
of the singing tower. Above it the moon shone round and 
bright. The evening bells were ringing now, and the chil- 
dren quietly took their places on the benches. 

Songs and recitations came first, and then a number by 
the musical Hoorns. Willem played his silver flute, 
Gretchen pumped away at the accordion, and Hansi, scowl- 
ing at the unmusical wheezes his sister brought forth, strove 
bravely to drown her out by strumming the zither with all 
his might. This gesture only inspired Gretchen to push 
down the loud keys on the accordion with all her strength, 
while Willem puffed out his cheeks and blew his utmost — 
in order to be heard at all. 

There was much applause when the first number was 
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finished and calls for more. The encore, a folk song, was 
one that everyone knew, and as Gretchen began to sing 
the words the entire audience joined in. At the end the 
musicians were applauded roundly and Grootje beamed 
with pride. 

At last it was time for the great event. All faces were 
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turned toward a window where a lighted lantern appeared 
in the shape of a star. | 

“Ach, there's his lantern yet! He'll be coming any min- 
ute.”. A whisper went through the crowd. 

A knock sounded on the door. 

Mijnheer Lore, the schoolmaster, walked solemnly to the 
door, opened it wide. Through the open door came Saint 
Nicholas. Wearing his bishop’s robes, his miter and red 
cloak, he entered the room with great dignity. Holding 
aloft his crozier, or staff, he took his place in the center of 
the room. Behind him came his aide, Black Peter, dressed 
in a costume of the sixteenth century. In one hand Black 
Peter carried a bundle of switches placed inside a cloth 
sack that bore a strange resemblance to a pillowcase. 

An excited whisper went around the room. Throughout 
the hundreds of years Saint Nicholas and Black Peter had 
been visiting the Netherlands, a switching had never been 
known to take place. Still, the sight of Peter’s bag and 
switches lent excitement to the occasion. 

Now Black Peter stood beside the good saint who was 
calling out the children’s names. As each name was called 
Black Peter glanced at an open book he carried. When the 
child went forward Black Peter said to Saint Nicholas, “The 
record says this one has been a good child.” 

A nod of the child’s head and the reply, “Ja, I have been 
good, Saint Nicholas,” was rewarded by a blue-and-white 
striped paper bag of chocolates. 

This procedure was followed until every child had been 
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rewarded. Black Peter’s bag remained empty, his switches 


unused. There were no bad children in Klokdorp. 

The sound of the barrel organ broke through at this 
moment, and the schoolmaster clapped his hands. “We will 
havea little country dancing,” he announced. Klaas hobbled 
into the room, playing an ancient folk dance. 
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Saint Nicholas, who looked a little like Hendrik the herds- 
man with his white beard, joined hands with Grootje to 
start a circle. Soon everyone in the room joined it. 

While he was dancing, Willem glanced at the window. 
There, framed against the dark-blue night, he saw the 
bearded face of the man in the white turban watching the 
festivities. For a moment Willem was tempted to go to the 
door and call him. Poost seemed to read his mind, hastily 
placed a finger to his lips and faded into the darkness. 

As all good things must come to an end sometime, the 
evening ended. The children were home again with Grootje 
in the warm and pleasant farmhouse. Only one thing was 
left to be done. They must place their wooden shoes on the — 
hearth so the good Saint Nicholas might find them. Each 
child wrote a note telling what he most desired He put 
straw and a carrot in his shoe for the good saint’s white 
horse and then laid the note on top. 

In Willem’s yellow klomp the note said: “Dear Saint 
Nicholas, Please, I would like a silver watch on a silver 
chain.” 

In Gretchen’s bine one: “Dear Saint Nicholas, I would 
like a kinderpop, a baby doll.” 

In Hansi’s red one the note, which was printed, read: 
“Saint Nicholas dear, I would like first to have Gretchen 
not make the many wheezes on the accordion. Then I 
would like a little boat. Your friend, Hansı Hoorn. P.S. 
Also a pipe for soap bubbles.” 

Grootje herself wrote the note for Franzi: “ Mijnheer 
Saint Nicholas, I am Franzi Hoorn and I would like my 
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mother and father and Oom Dirk home for Christmas. For 


Saint Nicholas’ Day I would like a little boat like Hans1’s 
and also a soap-bubble pipe like Hansi’s. I have been a 
good boy. Thank you.” | 

And, strangely enough, the next morning every one of 
them found in his klomp exactly what he had asked for. 
That is, all except Franz, who found only the little boat and 
the soap-bubble pipe. But, after all, he had not asked for his 
mother and father and Oom Dirk for Saint Nicholas’ Day. 
They were for Christmas, which would not come for nearly 
three weeks. | 

It was a long time before Willem could go to sleep the 
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night of Saint Nicholas’ birthday. All the other little Hoorns 
were weary and sleepy from the day’s excitement. Willem 
lay beside Hansi listening to the windmill blades turning in 
the winter winds. Finally, for no reason at all, he began 
to think about the string of buttons that he had brought 
down from the wedding box in the attic. They were still in 
the pocket of his pantaloons. Willem had asked Grootje if 
he might keep them a few more days before putting them 
back in the silver box. 

“Why not?” Grootje had said happily. “What are a few 
silver buttons when I know all my loved ones are safe. 
Keep them—keep the silver box and the buttons as long as 
you like, and may they fetch us luck and bring all the 
Hoorns together for Christmas!” 

Willem had carried the buttons in his pocket since that 
day. Now he rose and lighted the candle, moving quietly 
so that Hansi would not waken. He removed the buttons — 
from the pocket of the pantaloons that hung over the back 
of the chair. For a long time he studied them. They are 
like Braambezie’s collar, he thought; ja, but they are like 
something else too—like—like Ach! Now I know, 
now I know! Willem could hardly wait until morning 
came to be sure he was right about this thought that had 
just entered his head. 


The next morning the village was like fairyland. The 
snow sparkled like diamonds, and it was still a holiday. 
“Piet,” Willem said when he and his friend were out in 
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the little sleigh, “will you wait here while I go into the 
klokketoren a minute?” 

Pieter nodded. “Ja, why not? I’ve got Boombast for com- 
pany, and a blanket and Hendrik’s charcoal foot warmer.” 

Pieter wondered at the strange thing his friend did before 
he went into the singing tower, for Willem walked around 
to Braambezie’s head and removed her collar of bells. “So, 
why are you undressing the little Blackberry?” Pieter asked, 
sitting up straight to catch Willem’s eye. “Are you afraid 
I am going to run away with the bells?” 

Willem laughed. “Neen, Pieter, I have a good reason for 
this. I will tell you when I come out. I think I am going 
to discover something—something that has been puzzling 
me for a long time.” 

He went into the tower and stood looking up at the stones 
along the center of the rat walk. Then he examined the 
buttons and Braambezie’s collar. “Ja! Ja! The buttons and 


bells and the stones in the tower are the same!” he exclaimed 


aloud. “Ach! Ach! Ach! Red sails of the Zuider Zee! 
The buttons and the bells and—and the stones in the k/ok- 
ketoren are the same shape. They are exactly alike!” Willem 
gave a long low whistle as he stared up at the glistening 
stones above the rat walk. | 
There it was as clear as day—four round panels each 
with a drooping tulip carved on it. At the top of each tulip 
a marble fly turned its profile. And in the midst of the four 
circular panels was a square one with a full-blown tulip, 
standing stiff and straight. ‘The fly above it had outstretched 
wings as if it were coming right toward him. - 
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Aye, there it is! The fifth fly! But what does it mean? 
What is the explanation? 

The—the explanation! Willem snapped his fingers as 
the words of the man in the white turban came to him: 
“There was nothing else in the silver box but the buttons?” 

And Willem had shaken his head and said, “Nothing 
that matters, nothing but a little book with a lot of silly 
rhymes.” 

“The rhymes, the rhymes! Why didn’t I think of them? 
Oh, Piet,” he shouted, rushing out to where his bewildered 
friend waited for him, “I think—I know I am on the trail 
of the little lost bell of Klokdorp!” 

Willem was so excited he did not realize that Braam- 
bezie had come all the way home with only the sound of 
her little hoofs to break the silence. Her master had for- 
gotten to replace her collar, and it was only when he was 
unhitching her that he discovered the collar still over his 
arm where he had placed it as he studied the stones in the 
bell tower. 


The Day Before Christmas 


As soon as he had taken Pieter home and unhitched 
Braambezie, Willem sped to the attic, hoping against hope 
that he would find some clue in the rhymes to help solve 
the mystery of the missing bell. 

He opened the silver box with eager fingers, drew out the 
small book and began to read: 


E 
Johann was a zilversmid. 
Many were the things he did— 
Silver boxes, stones as well — 
Once engraved a warning bell. 


2, 
Toll the danger, near and deep. 
Rouse the gentry from their sleep. 
Mount the stairway to the sky. 
Haste, the foe is drawing nigh! 

209 
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33 
Hark! Hark! the dogs do bark, 
The bells are coming down. 
Some depart, but one is hid 
Beneath a satin gown. 


| 4. 
Hickory, dickory, dock, 
High up within the klok, 
When you find five, you must contrive 


To find a hidden lock. 


5. 
High as a hill the tulip stands 
Far above the clasping hands. 
When you have found the tulip’s site, 


Turn the fifth fly to the right. 


“The fifth fly!” Willem sighed and put the rhymes away. 
“Tt is no use. No matter where I turn I run into the five 
flies.” 

Slowly he replaced the things in the chest and went down 
the ladder to the kitchen. 


Time seemed to pass slowly now that Saint Nicholas’ Day 
was over and Christmas on the way. Icy winds rattled the 
shutters of the farmhouse, and lashing waters tore at the 
dikes like clutching fingers. But each day Willem braved 
the storm and made his way to the bell tower. Here with 
Braambezie’s collar in one hand and the silver buttons in 
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the other, he stood studying the five stones above the rat 
walk hoping for a clue. But it seemed that he had been 
mistaken in believing that he, Willem Hoorn, could dis- 
cover the secret of the singing tower. 

Now it was the day before Christmas. Eighteen days had 
passed since the festival of Saint Nicholas, and the mystery 
was as deep as ever. He had read and reread the rhymes 
in the little book. He caught glimmerings of meaning in 
them, but he couldn’t put the clues together. 

In spite of Willem’s disappointment in being unable to 
discover the whereabouts of the Kleine, there was happiness 
in the yellow farmhouse. This joy had begun the moment 
Boombast came bounding up the stone walk with the letter 
the postman had given him—the letter from Oom Dirk 
telling about the rescue of the children’s father. 

Grootje had been in a whirl of activity and, as Willem 
said, singing like Pinkelspoodle in his cage, as she went 
about the task of making Christmas for her loved ones. 

So, on this the day before Christmas, everything in the 
farmhouse had been scrubbed and polished until all within 
glistened like the glittering storm-tossed snow. Freshly 
laundered lace curtains hung at each shining window in 
the house, as well as in the winter room. Here the windows 
were also decked with pots of red and pink geraniums for 
the delight of Braambezie and the black-and-white cows. 

“Who wouldn’t sing?” Grootje said, patting the letter 
in her apron pocket. “Who wouldn’t sing at such a Christ- 
mastide as this?” 
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In the cold cellar beneath the house, three shining milk 
cans were filled with Christmas cakes made weeks ago and 
set to ripen. They were made from Grootje’s good recipes 
for rich butter cakes and delicious cookies of almond paste, 
Lebkuchen; little spicy brown cakes with colored icing there 
were also, and ginger cookies cut out in the shape of boys 
and girls dressed in the native costumes of the Netherlands. 

For three weeks the yellow farmhouse had been filled 
with the rich fragrance of almond paste, candied orange 
peel, chocolate and ginger as Grootje, her arms white with 
flour, went about the delightful task of making Christmas. 

This morning Willem had been awakened by the early 
rising Hansi’s insistent knocking on his door. “Stop bang- 
ing on my door and go away,” Willem complained sleepily. 

But Hansi kept it up. “Look out the window yet! Snow, 
snow—we have now without wind. The stormweder is 
all gone.” 

“Ach! That’s good if the white bees are swarming and 
the wind has died down,” Willem said, yawning. 

“Don’t go back to sleep again,” Gretchen’s voice called 
warningly. “Get up!” 

Willem for once in his life bounced out of bed without 
complaining. 

“Did you forget what day it was, weetniet?” his sister 
asked by way of greeting when he came into the warm 
pleasant kitchen. 

“Weetniet,’ Franz repeated, laughing at the strange 
word. 

“Foei! You're teaching your little brother to call me a 
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nitwit,” Willem said, sitting down to crisp sausages and pan- 


cakes with cheese, and hot chocolate. 

“Such a day, such a day this will be!” said Gretchen, 
bustling about to cut up Hans1’s pancakes and to tie the little 
Franz’s white bib with the blue tulips embroidered on it. 
“If a person only had four hands yet, it wouldn’t be enough 
for a day like this.” 

“Four hands and you would look like a windmill,” Wil- 
lem said, laughing. 

“Who knows that better than 1? Eat your breakfast and 
smell the good smells in this kitchen.” 

Willem sniffed with delight. “Ja, smells like Christmas. 
Some ne people turn up their noses at smells, even good ones, 
but I like even the smell of the hay and the straw in the 
winter room.” He wrinkled his nose. “Do I smell goose? 
Surely Betje is not in the oven, Sister,” he said teasingly. 

“Don’t be dumb!” Gretchen stamped her foot on the 
tiled floor. “Such a thing to think of! Of course Betje is 
not in the oven. She’s out in the henhouse, warm and safe, 
with all the rest of those silly geese.” 

“All in the henhouser” 

“Every last one of them. The geese in the oven, two big 
yellow plump ones, came from the market at Edam. The 
butcher brought them this morning, all ready for the oven 
except for Grootje's apple stuffing. If you had not been such 
a sleepyhead you would have heard his horn, the butcher’s.” 

Willem ignored this pointed comment and changed the 
subject. “But why are they in the oven this morning when 
we are not going to eat them until suppertime?” 
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“What a question! Grootje is cooking them now because 
she has to cook a ham, sausages, smoked eels, sauerkraut, 
shrimp, buns, and goodness knows what else. Then she will 
pop the geese back in the oven later and get them piping hot 
for supper. Look once.” With a delicate and respectful 
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gesture Gretchen lifted a white cloth that covered a bulging 
object on the shelf. “What do you think of this, Willem 


Hoorn?” 

“Oh, no, not a chocolate torte?” Willem breathed a long 
deep breath of delighted anticipation. 

“What else? You know Grootje and her fortes. I think 
she believes she couldn’t make Christmas without chocolate 
torte and whipped cream.” 

“Ts it good?” 

“Good? Why not?” 

“T wonder at it.” Willem rose and was approaching the 
torte with a small experimental gesture of his forefinger 
when a pleasant voice stopped him. 

“God greet you, Willem! Good morning! Ja, the torte 
is good and not to be tasted till suppertime.” 

The voice was Grootje’s, who at that very moment 
emerged from the cold cellar carrying a huge bowl of thick 
yellow whipping cream for the forte. 

“I was just wondering at it,” Willem said, hastily with- 
drawing his hand. “I—I didn’t touch it.” 

“Well, then, of course my children wouldn’t think of 
poking their fingers in food—” Grootje’s round face was 
wreathed in smiles—“but to remove you from temptation 
I am sending you to the attic.” 

“Be-because I was going to poke my finger in the torte?” 

“Neen, of course not.” Grootje laughed. “Such a thing 
to say! I only want the willow basket brought down so I 
may fill it for Klaas and Pieter to take home with them to- 
night after supper.” 


216 THE SECRET OF THE SINGING TOWER _ 


“Oh, Grootje, are Klaas and Pieter coming for Christmas 
Eve? I didn’t know you had asked them,” Willem said. 

Grootje’s blue eyes twinkled. “Ja, who knows who comes 
on Christmas Eve? But now, Willem, what about the wil- 
low basket?” | 

“The basket? Ja, Pm like Hansi, too forgetful. But I 
will get it this minute.” | 

He climbed the ladder to the attic and removed the basket 
from the hook above the three painted chests. I can’t give 
up, he thought, as the rhymes in the little book in the silver 
chest recurred to him. He glanced at the painted wedding 
chest. The question of the man in the white turban came 
back to him again: “There was nothing in the silver box 
except the string of buttons?” 

Willem's answer had been “Nothing of importance. 
Only a little book filled with. silly rhymes, a lot of liflaf.” 
Well, they had seemed like nonsense then. How could he 
have been sure for so long a time that the rhymes were 
meaningless? Lately there had seemed flashes of sense in 
them, just enough to tantalize him. They began: “Johann 
was a zilversmid.” Surely that was meant to call attention 
to the rest of them. 

“Willem,” Gretchen called from the foot of the ladder, 
“Grootje's waiting for the basket.” 

“Ja, coming.” Willem opened the big chest as quickly as 
he could. He plucked the silver box from its hiding place 
and thrust it into the pocket of his blue smock. Then, when 
everything in the attic had been replaced, he went down to 
the kitchen, the willow basket swinging from his arm. 
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“Grootje, I brought the silver box down too,” he an- 


nounced, trying to make his voice sound calm. 

“What makes it any difference? Give me the basket. 
I have other fish to fry.” Grootje took the basket. She con- 
tinued her roasting and basting and baking for the feast to 
be held before the Christmas Eve services at the village 
church. | 

Willem went through the day with mounting excitement. 
He couldn’t wait until he could look again in the silver box 
to read the rhymes once more in the hope they might prove 
clues to the lost bell. If I can’t make anything out of them 
this time, he thought, Pll have to give up trying to find the 
Kleine before Christmas. But it was well on in the after- 
noon before he had an opportunity even to peek into the 
delicately fashioned box with the purple velvet lining. There 
were endless tasks to be done about the house. First, he and 
Gretchen hung the Christmas greens, festooning long ropes 
of them above the fireplace and windows. Hansi helped at 
this as much as he could while Franz, trying to do his part, 
was in everyone’s way although no one minded. 

Fresh sweet straw had to be brought in to make a new bed 
for Braambezie and the black-and-white cows. Hendrik 
stood about sniffing the fine rich smells that came from the 
kitchen. He stuffed tobacco in his pipe and smoked it as 
contentedly as the placid cows chewed their cuds. 

Finally, his day’s work completed, Willem went into his 
room and opened the box. He took out the small leather 
book with corners bound in silver, and opened the yellow 
pages. The rhymes were written with ink long faded to 
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brown, in fine and delicate script. Willem scanned them 
with eager excitement. Then he sped as fast as he could go 
to the bell tower. Here he opened the book again and began 
to read aloud: 
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“Johann was a zilversmid. 
Many were the things he did— 
Silver boxes, stones as well — 
Once engraved a warning bell.” 


The warning bell! The Kleine! Willem snapped his 
fingers. But “silver boxes”? ‘There is only one silver box. 
He read the second rhyme. - 


“Toll the danger, near and deep. 

Rouse the gentry from their sleep. 
Mount the stairway to the sky. 
Haste, the foe is drawing nigh!” 


“The stairway to the sky.” My heart is beating so fast I 
can’t breathe. The stairway to the sky is the stairway to the 
rat walk, I bet you. 

Trembling with excitement, Willem pored over the third 
rhyme. 


“Hark! Hark! the dogs do bark, 
The bells are coming down. 
- Some depart, but one is hid 
Beneath a satin gown.” 


Willem scratched his head. It means the bells are coming 
down because the enemy is at hand, that some of the bells 
are being taken away. The last line is about one being 
hidden beneath a satin gown. That doesn’t make sense. 
Always I run into a mystery. 

He sighed and continued on to the fourth thyme: 
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“Hickory, dickory, dock, 
High up within the klok, 
When you find five, you must contrive 


To find a hidden lock.” 


Ach! Worse and worse. I guess they were nothing but 
silly rhymes after all. I was sure they meant something. I— 
I can’t give it up. They have to mean something. They 
must. 

Willem read the last verse now, bitter disappointment in 
his heart. It looked as though he was no nearer solving the 


mystery of the lost bell of Klokdorp than he had ever been. 


“High as a hill the tulip stands 
Far above the clasping hands. 


When you have found the tulip’s site, 
Turn the fifth fly to the right.” 


“The clasping hands.” He laid the little book down on 
the music master’s bench in front of the keyboard of the 
singing tower. “The clasping hands.” His eyes traveled 
about the room. They fell on the ancient armor, the paint- 
ings and—and—— | 

“Ach,” he shouted, “the old cheese scale! It has a pair 
of hands on it, two iron hands clasping each other, as we 
clasp hands in the cheese market when a bargain 1s struck. 
That is why those hands are on the scales. Ach!” 

He snatched the book from the music master's bench and 
read the verses through carefully. Here are the clues, he 
thought, removing his tall fur cap and scratching his head. 
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All I have to do is work them out. This is what the rhymes 
are trying to tell: 

1. Johann was a silversmith who engraved the warning 
bell, the little Kleine. l 

2. “Mount the stairway to the sky.” That is the narrow 
stairway to the rat walk. So far, so good. 

3. “Some depart, but one is hid beneath a satin gown.” 
I know what is meant by “some depart”—they are the bells 
taken away by the enemy. But I can’t make sense out of 
“one is hid beneath a satin gown.” That is still a mystery. 

4. “High up within the klok” I guess to mean that the 
bell is hidden somewhere in the klokketoren. It says when — 
you find five—that has something to do with the five flies, 
but what? And it says you must contrive to find a hidden 
lock. This mystery gets worse yet. 
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Willem had a lump in his throat now. He was almost in 
tears as he read the last rhyme over and over. 


“High as a hill the tulip stands 

Far above the clasping hands. 

When you have found the tulip's site, 
Turn the fifth fly to the right.” 


Once again he looked up at the five stones in the tower, 
then glanced down at the cheese scales with the clasped 
hands. 

Oh, how could I be so dumb! Gretchen is right, I am 
dumb! The square stone with the open tulip is right above 
the scale with the clasped hands. And that is the tulip’s site. 
And the fly above the tulip is the one I’m looking for—the 
fifth fly. The fifth fly opens the hidden lock. The little bell 
is up there behind that square stone, 1 bet my klompen. 
When Meester Justus told me that the inn in Amsterdam | 
called the Five Flies was reached by a stairway tall as the 
stair to the rat walk, I knew that the inn stairs were a clue. 
But I had no proof. Now here it is in the old silversmith’s 
own words. 

Willem’s thoughts were buzzing like bees in his head. 

Now what am I supposed to do? For a moment he stood 
in bewildered confusion, then it all came to him quite 
clearly. The rhymes are a code, and here is what it says to 
do: Climb the ladder to the rat walk, stop in front of the 
square stone that has on it the open tulip and the fifth fly | 
with the open wings—the stone that stands just above the 
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Cheese scale with the clasping hands. Yes, that 1 is the begin- 


ning. Ach! Now I go up. 

Willem mounted the narrow squeaking nee that led 
to the rat walk in the top of the tower. Now what? He 
stopped in front of the square stone above the ancient iron 
cheese scale ornamented with the clasped hands. 

Turn the fifth fly to the right, qa. Cautiously he ap- 
proached the square stone. Ever so gently he attempted to 
turn the fly above the tulip to the right. The stone fly with 
the outstretched wings did not move. He drew his breath in 
sharply. This is it, this is the fifth fly. That I know. Willem 
stepped back for a moment and regarded the fly. Finally 
he stepped forward and, grasping the fly with both hands, 
turned it with all his strength. For a moment nothing hap- 
pened. At last a small grating sound no louder than a 
mouse’s gnawing broke the silence. Then, slowly, slowly, 
creaking and complaining as if disgruntled at being so dis- 
turbed after all these years, the stone swung out like an 
opening door. Willem peered into the square dark hole. 

Black as the inside of your hat, and nothing in it. His 
heart sank. It can’t be, it just can’t turn out to be this way! 

For a little while he stood staring into the yawning black 
square. Gradually his eyes became accustomed to the dark- 
ness and an object took shape. It—it looks like a box. It isa 
box. There is a box back there! By all the windmills in the 
Netherlands, Pm going to get it out! 

Willem stood on his tiptoes and tugged at the box which 
felt cold to his touch. It is heavy, he thought. I wonder at 
it. Ach! At last the box is dislodged. Its weight almost 
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threw him over backward. He recovered his balance, set the 
- box on the floor and regarded it with interest. 

Black as ink, but silver, I bet you, tarnished from being 
up here so many years. He sat down beside the box and 
attempted to open the lid. But the box was locked. 

Now what? Willem pushed his cap back on his head and 
ran his fingers across the front of the box. Oho! The box is 
carved like the stones in the tower. It opens with the fifth 
fly, maybe. Anyhow Willem turned the fly on the 
silver box to the right and opened the lid with no further 
trouble. What he saw inside made him stare down at the 
open box with unbelieving eyes. 

On the violet velvet lining lay an object, but 1t was the 
last thing in this world Willem Hoorn ever expected to find 
hidden in the secret panel of the singing tower. 

“A kinderpop, a doll baby!” he exclaimed with disgust. 

A kinderpop, and there’s nothing else behind the fifth 
stone. It is barely large enough for the box.” 

He examined the doll more closely. She wore a high 
peaked cap above her smiling round face, and a ticking- 
striped apron over her—her dress! Willem gasped. Her 
dress is made of blue satin! A satin gown! “Beneath a 
satin gown,” the rhyme said! 

Willem stood the doll up in the velvet-lined box and lifted 
the hem of her gown gingerly. Beneath it a stout red-flannel 
underskirt met his disappointed gaze. Only a red-flannel 
onderrok—what a thing! he said to himself with disgust, 
dropping the hem of the skirt with an impatient gesture. 
And at that moment a strange thing occurred. The doll, as 
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if jarred by his gesture, toppled from the box and fell flat 

on her face with a small high note that sounded at first like 

a little shriek. 

=- But—but—it wasn’t a shriek, Willem told himself. It 
couldn’t be. The doll is not alive. What was it—what did 
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the noise sound like? For a moment he reached back in his 
memory, then like a flash it came to him. 

“The kinderpop, the doll, the doll!” Willem snapped 
his fingers. “The kinderpop said “kling!” She said ‘kling’ 
just once like that—kling!”. This is no doll then, this is a _ 
bell, the lost Kleine, the singing bell of annie dressed 
up like a kinderpop!” 
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He did not realize that he had been shouting until a voice 
called from the foot of the stairs, “Willem Hoorn, what 
does this mean? What is all the to-do?” It was Meester 
Justus. 

“Mijnheer, Mijnheer, I’ve found the Kleine, the little lost 
bell! I found her behind the square stone in the tower. She 
was dressed like a doll, Mijnheer, a little Dutch kinderpop.” 

“What are you saying? Have you gone out of your 
mind?” The music master, forgetting his infirmities, was 
up the stairs in less time than it takes to tell, while Willem 
stared down at the little bell in its doll’s clothing, not daring 
to touch it again. 

“Let me see, let me see. Ach! ’Tisso. This is the Kleine.” 
The music master had removed the doll clothing with shak- 
ing fingers, revealing the bell in all its delicate beauty 
hidden beneath the billowing skirts of a Dutch doll. 

“Ja, ja. Y remember her very well. The bell had a little 
girl’s face at the top. See this loop fashioned in the shape of 
a hair ribbon on top of her head? That slips over the hook 
in the bell tower.” 

Willem looked at the beautiful and delicately fashioned 
little bell as the music master held it up. Around the bell, 
like a wreath, ran the warning so well known to the vil- 
lagers of Klokdorp: 


“Foe, take me down 
At thy own cost. 

When thou so doest 
Thy war is lost.” 
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“Ja, it is the Kleine, Willem Hoorn,” the music master 
said, laying his hand on Willem’s shoulder. “Thanks to 


you, we can have real Christmas music tonight. The tower 
will really sing. The good people of the community will - 
not soon forget this, I can tell you. Wait till the town crier 
gets the news.” 

“But the little bell does not sing,” Willem said, realizing 
the bell had made no sound since the first faint “kling” 
beneath the satin gown. 

“Neen. That is because I am holding the clapper beneath 
the bell. No one must hear her sing until she is in the tower. 
Then she will sing the Christmas Hymn. And now, my. 
young friend, you will have the honor of hanging the Kleine 
in her rightful place. Tonight the bells in the klokketoren 
will ring out for joy.” | 

“le... Lain ... to hang the litte bel?” 

“This very moment, my lad. Who has a better right?” 

His heart pounding with joy, Willem carried the little 
bell up the steep ladder that led to the highest niche in the 
tower. It was not an easy task, for, small as it was, the bell 
was fashioned of heavy brass. Finally, after much pains- 
taking work, the Kleine was hung in her rightful place, the 
fortieth niche atop the singing tower. 

“Tonight, shortly after midnight, you will hear some- 
thing,” the music master said as Willem bade him good-by. 
“You will hear the bells and you will realize that they no 
longer weep. Tonight, Willem Hoorn, thanks to you, the 
bells of Klokdorp will sing again.” 


15 
The Kinderpop 


Tue afternoon was deepening as Willem left the 
tower, but it was not too dark to see the Kleine silhouetted, 
through the openings in the tower, against the flat gray sky, 
like a small protecting angel high above the village of Klok- 
dorp. The music master’s words ran through his head, “To- 
night, Willem Hoorn, thanks to you, the bells of Klokdorp 
will sing again.” i | 

“It is late and Grootje will wonder at me for not being 
home on Christmas Eve, but I had to tell you this, Piet.” 
Willem burst into the houseboat and stood before Pieter’s 
wheel chair. | 

“Wait! Wait!” Klass said, holding up a warning finger. 
“Whatever it is you have to tell Pieter can wait. The town 
crier is coming down the dike, beating his drum like thun- 
der. Something has happened in Klokdorp.” 

The old sailor hobbled to the door and flung it open as 
the rhythm of the rolling drum sounded on the dike, then 
stopped as the town crier gave forth the news: 

“Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye! Be it known to all the good 


people of Klokdorp and throughout the Waterlands, on 
228 
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this day Willem Hoorn has found the Kleine, the lost bell 
of the singing tower. The Kleine was found hidden in a 
secret compartment in the top of the klokketoren. Hear 
ye, hear ye, hear ye!” | 

The town crier’s voice died away as the drums began to 
roll again. | 
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“Willem!” Pieter’s eyes were like saucers. “Is—is that 
what you stopped to tell me?” 

“Ja, and now you know. I hung the little bell in the 
tower this afternoon. It’s a nice thing to have the little 
singing bell back again, eh?” 

“Oh, it’s—it’s wonderful! Just think, none of the chil- 
dren of Klokdorp have ever heard the little bell sing but 
you.” 

“Neen, I haven't heard it sing,” Willem said, shaking his 
head. “I only heard it cry a little when it toppled over on 
its face. That sounds like a vertelling out of a book. It is 
like a story,” Willem said, and he told his friend about the 
discovery of the little bell dressed like a Dutch doll. “It had 
a little brass face and head like a doll. It was made that 
way. The Kleine is really a little brass kinderpop.” 

“Such a thing!” Pieter said, shaking his head in bewilder- 
ment. “But I still can’t see why you didn't hear the bell 
ring a little bit when you carried it up the ladder to hang 
it in the tower.” 

“That's an easy one to answer.” Willem laughed. “I 
wanted to hear the bell ring as much as anyone, but Meester 
Justus, the music master, took the clapper out and put it in 
my pocket so the bell couldn't make a sound. Then when 
I had it placed in the fortieth niche of the tower he stood at 
the foot of the ladder and watched while 1 put the clapper 
in. All I ever heard the bell say was ‘kling, when she fell 
down. She just cried like a little girl who fell and bumped 
her nose yet.” 

“The poor little bell!” Pieter said. “But why didn't 
Meester Justus want anyone to hear the bell?” 
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“You'll know why that was when Christmas morning 
comes,” Willem replied. “Just after midnight you will 
know.” 

“Tt will be nice having the little bell home for Christmas, 
eh, Willem?” 

Willem turned his head and tried to blink back the tears. 

“Ja, nice, but I wish I could have my father and mother and 
Oom Dirk back for Christmas too. Then it would be 
perfect.” 

“Willem—” Old Klaas rose now and placed his hand on 
the boy’s shoulder—““even if you can’t have your family 
home for Christmas, you are a lucky boy. When Oom Dirk 
told me he was going I knew it was a dangerous voyage 
in winter. And I knew, of course, that he might not find 
your father.” 

“You—you knew my uncle was going to look for my 
father?” 

The old seaman nodded. “Ja, he told me, but he did not 
want anyone else to know. He did not want to raise false 
hopes. He knew the risks of that journey when he set out, 
and so did 1.” 

“So that is why you said, “May God walk with each dl 
every one of you these coming days!” the night Oom Dirk 
sailed.” 


“Ja, it was a voyage more hazardous than you can realize. ' 


The North Sea is dangerous in the winter. But now, thanks 
be, they are safe.” 

“Yes, safe. 1 guess 1 can wait a little longer to see them,” 
Willem said, rising. “I guess Pil have to count the many 
blessings I have. 
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“Oh!” Willem exclaimed, looking at his big silver watch. 

“What will Grootje think? I’ve been gone so long. It will 
soon be dark. Grootje asked me to tell you she is sending 
Hendrik with a big sled and a horse borrowed in Volendam 
for you and Pieter. The little sleigh and Braambezie are to 
stay in the winter room till supper is over.” 

“We'll be ready,” Klaas said. 

“Good-by, Pieter. May God walk with you!” Willem 
closed the door of the houseboat against the chill evening 
wind and set out for home. 

Gretchen opened the door before he had finished re- 
moving his wooden shoes. “Where have you been for the 
last hour?” she demanded. 

“Why the last hour yet?” he asked in surprise. “I have 
been at Pieter’s. I had something to tell him.” 

“Well, for the last hour someone has been waiting to see 
you—someone very important.” 

“It must be the burgomaster himself,” Willem said, 
laughing. 

Tris." 

“What did you say?” 

“T said it zs the burgomaster.” 

“The stories some people do tell! Is this tifla, or is it 
about Boombast and the chocolate?” 

“Very well, come in and see then.” Gretchen held the 
door wide, and Willem strode into the room, wondering 
what sort of joke his twin sister was playing. But once inside 
he stopped, covered with confusion. In armchairs in front 
of the glowing fire sat Grootje and the burgomaster, with 
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the big copper coffeepot and a plate of Grootje's chocolate 


torte on a small table between them. 
“This is my grandson Willem, Mijnheer Burgomaster,” 
Grootje said. 


The great man rose to his feet in all his pompous glory. 
“Ta, ja, to be sure,” he said, extending his hand. 

For a moment Willem hesitated, realizing that he and 
the burgomaster in their excitement had forgotten to re- 
move their klompen. ‘Then he spoke: 

“Y ou—you wanted to see me, Mijnheer? I—I have done 
something? Is it about Boombast and the accident on the 
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ice? I am sorry, Mijnheer, more sorry than I can ever tell ~ 
you. Boombast is a weetniet, 1 grant you, but I love him and 
Pl gladly do something to make up for what he did that 
day on the canal.” 

The great man drew himself up with dignity. “Her- 
umph!” he said, clearing his throat. “Let us have no more 
conversation on this subject. Itis...1I...er... hope 
long forgotten. The thing I wish to speak to you about is 
your discovery of the Kleine. Five minutes after you left the 
klokketoren, the music master had the town crier on the 
dikes with the news.” 

“Ja, Mijnheer, I heard him.” 

“But that is not all. The townspeople wish to reward 
you. A meeting of prominent citizens was held in the vil- 
lage square as soon as the town crier spread the news. 
Nothing was ever done so promptly in Klokdorp. I hast- 
ened here to tell you. They say nothing you ask for will be 
too much to pay for the return of the singing bell to Klok- 
dorp.” 

“Even if I ask for many moneys, Mijnheer?” 

“Oh, Willem!” Grootje gave a little gasp of shocked 
amazement. 

“Ja, even much money, if that is what you wish.” 

“No, Mijnheer, I don’t wish many moneys for myself. 
I—I wish it for Piet, to send him to Amsterdam to the great 
doctor. My grandmother will tell you this great doctor’s 
name. He cured my father. I would like to see Piet able 
to skate again. He was the best skater in Klokdorp.” 

“Tf that is your wish, Willem,” the burgomaster said, 
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“that it shall be. After Christmas there will be a public 


acknowledgment of the service you have done. By the first 
of the year your friend Pieter should be on his way to Am- 
sterdam with Klaas, his foster father.” 

“Thank you, Mijnheer. Oh, thank you!” Willem tried 
to swallow the lump in his throat as the great man rose to go. 

Grootje followed the burgomaster to the door. He shook 
hands with her and said with impressive dignity, “Mevrouw 
Hoorn, allow me to congratulate you once more and to wish 
you and yours a very merry Christmas. I must hasten away 
now. I have important news for the town crier.” 

Willem watched the burgomaster make his way to the 
dike where the eminent official buckled on his skates at the 
edge of the ice and skimmed over the frozen canal toward 
Klokdorp. — 

Suddenly Gretchen cried, “Ach! What's with Grootje?” 

Willem turned. Grootje was sitting with her apron over 
her head, rocking backward and forward. “Grootje, what 
is it?” Willem said, shocked to hear muffled sobs coming 
from beneath the apron. 

“Listen once. Do you hear them—sleigh bells?” Grootje 
sobbed, now rocking from side to side. 

“Ja, sleigh bells. It must be Klaas and Piet. You said 
Hendrik was bringing them out for Christmas Eve. So — 
what’s to cry about? You are acting worse than you did 
when Franzi ate the purple tulip bulb.” 

“Oh, Willem, this is too much for one day. This, all 
this, and now you go and find the Kleine yet.” 

Grootje continued to weep beneath her apron to the 
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astonishment of her grandchildren who stood in a wide- 
eyed circle around her. | 

“Oh!” she gasped, jumping to her feet suddenly. “The 
geese! The geese in the oven! I smell them. They must not 
burn, my lovely geese.” Grootje sped to the end of the long 
room whence the delicious smell of roasting geese issued 
from the big Dutch oven. 

Jingle, jingle, jingle, the music of sleigh bells filled the © 
air now, coming closer and closer. 

“Let's go meet Piet and Klaas,” Willem cried, still won- 
dering what ailed his grandmother. 

“Here they come,” Gretchen shouted as the big sleigh 
swept up the lane beneath the snow-laden trees. “Oh, Wil- 
lem, Willem, look who’s in the sleigh!” Gretchen burst 
into tears and threw her apron over her head just as her 
grandmother had done. She clutched her twin brother’s 
hand. 

Willem in turn grasped Hansi’s hand, who was already 
clinging to Franzi. 

Then, as a number of people climbed from the sleigh, 
Willem broke loose from the others and ran down the stone 
walk, shouting, “Gretchen! Hansi! Franzi! It’s Mother 
and Father and Oom Dirk! Home for Christmas!” 

The children bounded down the steps and flung them- 
selves into their parents’ arms. | 
Klaas and Pieter had been picked up at the houseboat. 
Klaas and Oom Dirk helped Pieter into the yellow house. 

Then Oom Dirk came back to help with the luggage. 

“Where is Grootje?” Father asked, trying to disengage 
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-Gretchen’s arms from his neck as Willem, Oom Dirk and 
Hendrik picked up the luggage and led the way. Mother 


followed, clasping the hands of Hansi and Franz on either 


side of her. | 
“Grootje is burning the geese,” Willem said, laughing. 
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Then his grandmother came running to the door with 
arms outstretched for her returned children. “Neen, the 
geese are not burned,” Grootje said, laughing and crying at 
the same time. 

“You look a little pale yet,” she said to the children’s 
father as she held him at arm’s length and studied his face 
lovingly. 

“T never felt better. Only a little weak,” he explained 
while Grootje led him to the head of the table. “That is a 
great doctor in Amsterdam. He can cure anyone’s bones, 
no matter what has happened to them. That doctor can 
work miracles.” 

As his father said this, Willem realized that old Klaas 
was looking at Pieter, and that there were tears in his eyes. 

Grootje clapped her hands to attract their attention. 
“Listen, all of you!” she said. “I have something to tell you 
before we start to eat.” 

Surprised at the idea of anything being more important 
to the little grandmother than seeing her family well fed, 
they sat in the chairs she indicated and turned expectant 
eyes to her. | 

“Well, then, here is the story. You have all probably heard 
the town crier and the news he had when you came 
through Klokdorp. But while it is wonderful to know 
that our Willem has found the lost bell, 1 have better news 
yet” Bes) 

“Better news?” Willem’s father leaned forward, then 
settled back to listen, his arm around his wife’s shoulders, 
as Grootje nodded. 
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“Ja, better news, something that will make us even more 


happy, more proud of this one.” She nodded toward Wil- 
lem, who kept his eyes firmly fastened on the big blue-and- 
white china plate in front of him. “The burgomaster was 
here today. The burgomaster himself skated all the way 
down the canal just to see Willem. ‘There is to be a reward, 
it seems, for the finding of the Kleine. The burgomaster 
told Willem to name anything he desired, and the towns- 
people of Klokdorp would see that his wish was fulfilled. 
And what do you think he wished for?” 

No one answered, and Grootje continued: “Hear me now. 
That one—” she jerked a thumb in Willem’s direction— 
“that one wished only that the reward be used to send Pieter 
to Amsterdam to be cured by the great doctor who cured 
his father. What do you think of that now?” Grootje 
sat back a moment, beaming at her family, and then began 
to carve one of the plump roasted geese. 

For a long-time no one said anything. They looked at 
Willem, who was still staring at his plate, and they looked 
at Pieter whose eyes were like stars. 

Gretchen was the first to break the silence. She gave her 
twin brother a sharp prod with her elbow. “What makes 
your ears so red?” she said in a whisper that could be 
heard all the way around the table. 

There was a moment of good-natured laughing, but 
Willem saw that his mother and father were not really 
laughing. They looked proud and happy; and his father 
rose to his feet to speak. 

“There is very little to be said at a time like this. I Sie 
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the great doctor will make Pieter as well and strong as he 
ever was. He can take up his position once more as the 
best skater in Klokdorp. I have this to say also. We, Mother 
and I, have always been proud of our children, but we are 
a little more proud of Willem tonight than we have ever 
been.” | 

There was much handclapping when he sat down, and 
then they all began to eat Grootje's wonderful Christmas 
Eve supper. 

“Who—who would think that 1 could go to Amster- 
dam,” Pieter said, “and maybe come back with two good 
legs just because Willem found the Kleine?” 

“Ja, who would think such a thing?” Old Hendrik said, 
nudging his friend Klaas. 

“Well, I always said I’d find the bell in Klokdorp, didn’t 
IP” Willem said, finding his tongue at last. 

“One time when you said that, you said afterward that 
you were talking nineteen to the dozen,” Hansi said from 
behind the huge drumstick of a goose. 

“Hansi, quiet!” Grootje whisperéd. 

“Well, he did say that. He said every time he opened his 
mouth he put both feet in it, klompen and all,” Hansi said 
stubbornly. 

“That's just what you are doing this minute,” Gretchen 
said, rolling her eyes at Hansi. 

“I just forgot,” Hansi said, and subsided into silence. 
But he brightened beneath the warm understanding smile 
his mother flashed at him over Franzi’s yellow head. 

There was a shrill bark from Boombast, then a knocking 
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on the front door. Gretchen looked at her grandmother 


in suprise. “Someone is rapping on the door,” she an- 
nounced, as though no one else had heard it. “Shall I go?” 

“PIL go, Sister,” Willem said, rising. 

He opened the door and stepped outside. At first he saw 
nothing but the many pairs of wooden shoes, row after 
row on the doorsteps. Then a tall figure emerged from 
the shadows. 

“Willem?” 

“Ja, ja. Why—why, it’s Poost!” 

The man in the white turban stepped forward. “I have 
come to say good-by, Willem Hoorn. My work is done. 
I have kept my word to the old silversmith. I said I would 
stay here till the lost bell of Klokdorp was found. Now 
you have found it, I shall be on my way.” 

Willem stretched out a hand and grasped Poost’s wool 
mantle. “Oh, neen, neen! Not on Christmas Eve! Come 
in and eat some of Grootje’s roast goose.” | 

The man in the white turban chuckled. “No, my young 
friend. I am on my way back to my homeland which I love . 
as much as you love your small beautiful country. No, I will 
not come in, but I shall remember you always, Willem 
Hoorn. Even though I am half Dutch I am also half 
Oriental. I am on my way back to my own country and 
family tonight. Let all in Klokdorp remember me as the 
Silent One.” | 

Without another word he disappeared into the shadows. 

When Willem came back into the room, Gretchen asked, 
“Who was that?” 
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“The Silent One,” her brother replied. 

“Talking?” Gretchen’s eyebrows went up to her taffy- 
colored bangs. 

“I talked,” Willem said. 

Grootje saw that he did not wish to discuss the matter. 
She suggested that, since Klaas had said he and Pieter 
could not very well go to the church, and now that the last 
bite of the zorte had been eaten, Willem had better hitch 
Braambezie to the sleigh and take them back to the house- 
boat. This was done and then the family set out for the 
little church. 

Now it was almost midnight and the church service 
was over. 

All the Hoorns were on their way home, gliding over his 
canal on skates. It had stopped snowing and the stars were 
out. Willem took out his big silver watch and held it up. 
“In just one second you will hear something,” he said, his 
heart pounding, “in just half a second now.” 

The little group stopped and formed a semi-circle, holding 
_ hands, a family united again. At last it began, the thing 
the villagers of Klokdorp had been waiting for so many 
years, the gift that Willem Hoorn had found and returned 
to them. 

The bells in the tower began to peal forth, the deep-toned 
ones starting the prelude to an anthem. And finally, as the 
family stood beneath the shining stars, another bell joined 
in the music. High and sweet, in a music-box treble, like 
the voice of an angel, the Kleine, the little lost bell, dad 
to sing: “Joy to the world!” 
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Like people in a dream the little group stood until the last 
note had died away in the distance. Then Willem himself 
broke the enchanted silence. “Merry Christmas!” he cried. 
“Merry Christmas to everyone in Klokdorp! And welcome 
home to the Kleine, that little kinderpop!” 
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